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Abstract
Scott, Jr., Harold V., PhD. The University of Memphis. August, 2016. “British Great War
Narratives: An Aesthetic and Cultural Analysis.” Major Professor: Steven E. Tabachnick,
PhD.
The Great War, 1914-1918, involved more soldiers and resulted in more casualties than
in any previous war. It was an industrial war fought on an unprecedented scale with new,
technologically advanced weapons such as airplanes, tanks, armored cars, machine-guns,
and long-range artillery pieces. These weapons caused millions of victims, many of
whom were traumatized in many cases for life, especially by shell-shock. This new type
of war occurred concurrently with a cultural environment that was transitioning from a
late Victorian/Edwardian society to one that was rejecting traditional values and
institutions. Modernism, a cultural and philosophical movement which began in the late
nineteenth century was driven by an active cadre of artists, philosophers, and cultural
critics referred to as the avant-garde, who championed a new way of writing that
emphasized simplicity of description instead of the overly florid description and
sentimentality associated with late-Victorian and Georgian poetry and prose.
Many of the veterans who wrote memoirs came from a romantic tradition, and had to
transition to a newer, more realistic style to describe their experiences. This dissertation
analyzes ten British Great War narratives from both a cultural and an aesthetic point of
view. The core argument is that these veterans’ combat experiences directly affected the
styles in which they wrote their memoirs. Each of the four chapters analyzing the
memoirs has a thematic approach, including the epic, technology, the chivalric/heroic
code, and trauma and disillusionment with the war. The overall conclusion of the
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dissertation is that the styles of the memoirists’ narratives result from their combat
experiences and run the gamut on a spectrum of styles ranging from a late-Victorian
influence in Lawrence’s Seven Pillars and its epic theme to a theme of trauma and
disillusionment in the chapter on trench poets and their experiences on the Western Front.
Between those two, the theme of technology is central to a chapter about the styles of
memoirs by two tank men and an armored car driver, and a chapter on two pilots’
adherence to a chivalric/heroic code in their narratives.
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Introduction
This dissertation will analyze from an aesthetic and cultural perspective several
carefully chosen British First World War memoirs. We will examine the ways in which
those narratives exhibit a range of style representative of the writing styles in vogue
before, during, and after the Great War of 1914-1918, and how the memoirists’ styles
were influenced by their experiences. Although there was a diversity of styles before the
war, one mode of literature that was popular was late Victorian, which displayed a strong
influence of Romanticism, and which had continued from an earlier tradition. At the
same time, the first shoots of Modernism had begun, advanced by the Aesthetes in the
fin-de-siècle, and the avant-garde artists and writers in the first decade of the twentieth
century. Prior to the war, avant-garde movements flourished and then began to wane with
the beginning of the war, but not before leaving an indelible stamp on the way writers
and artists viewed the world in which they lived and how they chose to represent it. For
instance, Futurism glorified advancements in science and technology and promoted new
ways of looking at art which affected writing, painting, architecture, and sculpture. Other
movements such as Imagism and Vorticism, which moved poetry writing away from
romantic inwardness, radically changed the way some artists represented what they
wanted to say. Although this dissertation focuses on aesthetic qualities of the selected
memoirs, technological advancements in society in general along with other cultural
factors were key to how the authors viewed their world, and should be addressed, at least
peripherally, as to the strong influence they had on the writers’ artistic expression.
The catastrophic conflict in Europe which started in August of 1914, as a singular
catalytic and cataclysmic event, helped to accelerate the change as to how prose writers
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and poets expressed themselves. The spectrum of artistic styles exhibited in the personal
narratives of British veterans who participated in the Great War moves along a
continuum of Romanticism to a more realistic writing style. Narratives at each end of the
spectrum show a range of styles, with one end of the range represented by a romantic,
epic style of writing and the other represented by a much more realistic style, with a
blend of styles in between. These memoirs were produced by fighting men who ran the
gamut of the classes of combatants, i.e., soldiers, sailors, airmen, tank and armored car
drivers, and others, providing a broad and rich record of experiences in the war, and
officers in particular wrote some of the most compelling narratives. Many of these men
were involved in some of the most vicious fighting on the Western Front where they
suffered high casualty counts, and the authors of all but one of the ten narratives in this
dissertation were officers.
These memoirs were chosen because they represent the extent of the stylistic
range noted above. This spectrum begins with the highly descriptive and romantically
influenced Seven Pillars by Lawrence, and Sagittarius Rising by Lewis, to the less
descriptive, and matter of fact styles exhibited in the narratives of Richard Haigh’s Life in
a Tank, Robert Henry Reece’s Night Bombing with the Bedouins, as well as Lawrence’s
The Mint. The styles of these memoirs represent, on a smaller scale, the bridging between
the pre-war style of the late Victorian tradition and the collection of different new,
realistic styles, and are indicative of the range of literary work produced overall at that
time. The veterans who wrote these memoirs did so in a new artistic and cultural milieu,
and the writing styles during this period are a reflection of that change. They evolved in
an environment of artistic and scientific discovery that challenged and, in most cases,
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rejected what had been previously accepted societal norms. It was in this atmosphere that
new ways of seeing and thinking about society flourished.
Art and literature underwent rapid and radical changes during the early part of the
twentieth century. These changes, coupled with a devastating and unnecessary war,
provided a giant laboratory for experimenting with new types of writing. The British
veterans discussed in this dissertation, who actively lived the experiences of the conflict,
provide for us in their memoirs examples of how the prosecution of the war, and their
adventures in it, forced them to use different styles suited to their own particular
situations to express their experiences on paper. Lawrence, with Seven Pillars, was able
to accomplish his wish to write an epic in a late Victorian style. The type of war fought in
the Arab Revolt, which was a guerilla war on camel and horseback against a numerically
superior enemy with the fate of the Ottoman Empire at stake, lent itself to epic
description. Blunden, Sassoon, and Graves, at the other end of the spectrum, had to write
in a different manner than Lawrence. They were involved in a static war and, while in the
trenches, they were constantly harassed or traumatized psychologically and physically by
artillery barrages, snipers, etc., and, in many cases disillusioned by some of their
commanders, who they felt were incompetent in prosecuting the war.
My study of World War I, culminating in the focus on personal narratives of
British veterans, has been an ongoing and evolving process. My first exposure to the
Great War was through oral accounts by my maternal grandfather, who was a highly
decorated non-commissioned officer in the American Expeditionary Force, and who
served with distinction in France in 1917 and 1918 until just after the Armistice. His
accounts and the memorabilia that he brought home with him served to fuel a desire in
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me to learn more about World War I. However, it was not until I took my second
graduate English course titled “The Modern American Novel” that my interest
accelerated. My research for a paper on Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms
intensified my interest in the war. Coupled with an interest in the Modern Period and
modern literature, study about the war was a natural fit for me. After determining that I
would make literature of the war my concentration, the first area of study that I undertook
concerned the physical, psychological, and social trauma that veterans endured before
and after the conflict. My interest in this area began with the research I did on the above
Hemingway novel. Underlying this research on trauma was the grounding I received on
the history of the war from two texts in particular: John Keegan’s The First World War
and Hew Strachen’s The First World War: Volume I: To Arms. These comprehensive
histories of the war provide an excellent introduction to the various aspects and nuances
of the run-up of the war and its prosecution. In addition to trauma, I became interested in
technology that was developed and used in the war. After fairly extensive research about
technology, I found myself looking at different personal narratives to see how veterans
were specifically affected by both trauma and technology.
Although the above subjects themselves are certainly worthy of extensive
scholarly attention, my focus changed again. In the process of reading several war
narratives, I became interested in looking at memoirs from an aesthetic perspective. Even
though there has been much research done on autobiography and memoirs as genres, I
could find only limited treatment of Great War narratives having been studied from an
aesthetic point of view. After deciding that this would be a compelling dissertation, and
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possibly a significant addition to the body of knowledge on the war, I began to research
the genres of autobiography and memoir as they pertained to Great War narratives.
Interest in the aesthetic analysis of these memoirs raised several questions in my
mind. How did modern culture shape the thinking, attitudes, and sensibilities of the
authors? What influences did modern culture and the war have in dictating how these
men moved within their changing society, and how were the effects of these changes
reflected in the expression of their experiences in their narratives?
After looking at the historical and cultural contexts in which Great War
memoirists lived, the next step was to select memoirs for aesthetic analysis. It was not
necessary for me to look far. I had already chosen most of the memoirs listed above to
do research on the influence of technology and trauma on the authors’ experiences in the
war, and subsequently on their texts. A good question at this point is why did I decide to
use British memoirs? Although there are certainly a good many American, German, and
French narratives worthy of consideration for this project, my area of interest is in British
texts. America was only in the war for a year and a half, and so there were not nearly the
number of American memoirs as there were British memoirs from which to select.
German and French texts were influenced by a different culture and, since the German
and French memoirs are translations, an aesthetic analysis of those authors’ writings
would not be useful in this examination. And, the use of only British memoirs narrowed
the context to a specific type of memoir, allowing for more precise analysis from a keener
perspective.
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Methodology
In evaluating the primary texts, the critical approach for this dissertation will be a
historicist/formalist one. Although it is true that these two critical approaches may seem
contradictory to a degree at first glance, a closer look will resolve any differences in the
methodology as applied to this particular project. While formalism does look objectively
at the intrinsic worth of a work without extrinsic considerations such as historical,
cultural, and political contexts of the times in which it was written, it would be
impossible within the scope of this dissertation to discount the impact of cultural
influences on the memoirs of these veterans from the Great War. With the possible
exception of Lawrence, and perhaps Blunden and Graves to a certain degree, these men
did not set about writing their narratives for the express purpose of producing a critically
acceptable literary work. Instead, they wanted to record their experiences before
advancing years dimmed their memories, or for the cathartic effect that writing about
their experiences produced. Since World War I was such a huge event consuming the
lives of these men over months and years, consideration of historical and cultural
contexts is necessary for a comprehensive evaluation. In addition, a formalist approach is
well-suited for an aesthetic prose evaluation of the texts. While a historicist analysis will
provide an evaluation of cultural influences on the narratives’ content, a formalist
analysis will take an objective look at the form of the texts, with “form” connotating such
considerations as genre, structure, style, use of literary devices and the patterns, if any,
that these devices establish. Although these two approaches, on their own, would provide
a good exposition of the selected texts, a more comprehensive evaluation can be made
using both approaches without violating any critical conventions of either.
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Literature Review
With respect to cultural perspective in addition to the historical texts mentioned
above, The Great War and Modern Memory by Paul Fussell, Rites of Spring: The Great
War and the Birth of the Modern Age by Modris Eksteins, Modernism by Tim
Armstrong, and A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture by Samuel
Hynes, help to establish the historical and cultural context in which the selected memoirs
were written. Fussel’s seminal work is a comprehensive examination of the British
soldiers’ experiences in the war, and how and why some of them were motivated to put
their experiences on paper. Eksteins’ text gives a good account of the cultural changes
that were taking place in Europe before and during the war, and how societies evolved to
a new age in which the old order was rejected. Another text, The Culture of Time and
Space: 1880-1918 by Stephen Kern looks at how changes in technology and culture
affected societies and the run-up to a war that ironically was preventable and yet,
paradoxically, seemed inevitable. His exposition of how these changes produced a
confluence of events leading to war is at once revelatory and frustrating in the sense that
an unnecessary war was not avoided. Also, as noted above, a short discussion of pre-war
avant-garde movements, especially Futurism and Vorticism, will help to elucidate
tangible effects on art, culture, technology, and the emerging modernist mindset. Of
particular interest is the Futurist glorification of speed, machinery and technology, all
three of which played important roles in the war and were central to the roles the selected
authors played in the conflict. Finally, vital to a discussion of history and culture
concerning the war was the formation of a pre-war and war-time environment conducive
to an evolution of the thinking and attitudes from a more genteel, class-oriented society to
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one of a modern, technologically advanced society. Many of the veterans who emerged in
the post-war environment would question previously accepted beliefs concerning class
and their social milieu, and this questioning comes out in their narratives. Tim
Armstrong’s book is helpful in contextualizing the influences of an emerging modernist
mind-set with a war that began in an environment of patriotic and nationalistic fervor on
both sides.
The end of this introduction will include a short discussion on autobiography and
memoir as genres. How do the selected memoirs fit inside the parameters delineating
what autobiographies and memoirs are? An important text on autobiography that will be
used is Auto/biographical Discourses: Theory, Criticism, Practice by Laura Marcus. In
addition, two texts that will be helpful in discussing memoirs of veterans are The
Soldiers’ Tale: Bearing Witness to Modern War by Samuel Hynes, and Arms and the
Self: War, the Military, and Autobiographical Writing edited by Alex Vernon.
Several criteria are used for an aesthetic evaluation of the memoirs, including
style, subjectivity, characterization, and the chivalric code. A definition of literary style is
elusive at best. For the most part, literary style is the way in which a literary work is
written using the devices an author chooses to employ to produce an individual take on
his or her subject matter. In other words, what the author wants to say along with how the
material is presented produces an individual style. This dissertation will analyze style
from a couple of perspectives.
One way will be analyses in the context of literary period. Focus will be on the
styles of the late Victorian Period, and the newer more realistic style of the war and postwar periods. The subject narratives may be placed from one end to the other on this
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spectrum. At one end of the range is Lawrence’s Seven Pillars, which is written in the
style of the late Victorians with a strong romantic influence. It presents prose in a
hypotactic style that is highly descriptive, adjectival, and vernacular. Seven Pillars was
written after the war in the Modern Period, but if the book were not dated, one could
easily conclude from its style that it was written in an earlier time. At the other end of the
range is Haigh’s memoir which exhibits short declarative sentences and a paratactic style.
Also included at this point on the spectrum is Lawrence’s The Mint. Both of these
narratives are written in the vernacular, but without the highly descriptive language and
hypotactic style of writers from the earlier Late Romantic Period. In between these two
styles, S. C. Rolls in his Steel Chariots of the Desert incorporates features from both. All
of the styles on this spectrum are representative of the versatility in literary style
manifested in the transitional Victorian to Modern period.
The other perspective from which style will be analyzed is prose analyses of the
texts. From a grammatical standpoint these memoirs show a range of diversity in the way
they are syntactically structured, and in the use of figures of speech, and/or rhetorical
devices. A descriptive and evaluative analysis of the prose texts will be done to reveal the
“nuts and bolts” make-up of these memoirs. An excellent text on prose analysis that will
be used as a resource is Analyzing Prose by Richard A. Lanham. It is broad-ranging in its
scope and gives a comprehensive treatment of descriptive and evaluative analyses of
prose writing.
The criterion of subject position will be treated in conjunction with that of
characterization. In the literary sense, subject position refers to an author’s personal
feelings and opinions, not only about himself/herself, but can also indicate the author’s
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attitudes about the actions of characters in a moralizing way. Thus, the author may refer
to the thoughts and feelings of the characters themselves. Marcus’ text mentioned above
on the theory of autobiography, Auto/biographical Discourse, is a key source of
information. Critical questions will be: Why did the authors write their memoirs when
they did? What were their motivations for writing them? How did they view themselves
and others, both during the war and afterward?
Although the term characterization in literature is commonly used concerning
characters in fictional works, the term is also appropriate in analyses of these memoirs.
E.M. Forster, in his ground-breaking work Aspects of the Novel, which will be
referenced, considers the most essential component of novel writing to be that of telling a
story. In the truest sense, a memoir does tell a story, albeit one which relates
circumstances in real life. However, the characters in a memoir are as inextricably woven
into the memoirist’s narrative as the characters in a novel, and are as important as the
characters are to the plot of the story in a novel. The authors of the selected memoirs all
reference characters, i.e. fellow warriors, superiors, men under command, enemy
combatants, important civilian and political figures, etc., who are integral to their stories.
Forster’s description of character traits, i.e. flat and round, dynamic and static, etc., are as
relevant for the characters in these memoirs as for those in a novel.
In addition to the above three criteria, the final criterion to be used in evaluating
each of the memoirs is the adherence by some of the combatants to a chivalric/ heroic
code. Of specific interest is the adherence to a code of honor by airmen. In many ways,
these pilots’ exploits resembled those of the knights of the Middle Ages. Air warfare, like
aviation itself, was in its infancy. As knights of the past had aristocratic backgrounds, so
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most of the British pilots were officers from the upper class of British society, or, at the
least, were well educated and aware of the appropriateness of gentlemanly conduct with
fellow officers on both sides of the war. A reasonable comparison can be made between
airmen flying their high tech machines in dogfights and knights fighting each other in the
field and in tournaments. There are also analogies with the armored knights and their
horses, and the armored tanks and cars used by some of the selected memoirists. In
exploring these comparisons, an underlying awareness among these combatants about the
rules of fair play and deference to the honor of one’s comrades, and to that of the enemy
will be examined. Chivalry by Maurice Keen is referenced for historical context of early
attitudes about chivalry and honor that were applied, at least to a limited degree, in the
Great War.
Core Argument
A core argument in this dissertation relates to the authors’ experiences in and
attitudes about the war in shaping the styles of their narratives. While idealism and
patriotic fervor shaped the attitudes of all of these men at the beginning of the war, the
end of the war found them with differing perspectives about why and how the war was
fought. Some, like Blunden, Graves and Sassoon lost faith in those running the war,
questioned the purpose of the war, and experienced ultimate disillusionment. Others, such
as Haigh and Reece, found the war an uplifting experience. But, they wrote not in a
Lawrencian style, but in a realistic style. The purpose of this dissertation is to show that
the authors’ styles of writing in these memoirs were directly affected by their experiences
in the war. Also, in addition to their combat experiences, the authors’ individual styles
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were affected by cultural considerations, personal beliefs, educational backgrounds, etc.,
to bring a personal and unique perspective to each narrative.
The following questions are relevant to helping make the above argument: How
do these authors talk about their idealism and/or disillusionment in their memoirs? How
do they balance each in their writing? Why do they want to believe in their commanders,
but do not in many cases? How did the war change these men, and their writing? How do
patriotism, sacrifice, and disillusionment help to mold the authors’ individual styles?
Why are these memoirs written in a paratactic and realistic style, as opposed to a
hypotactic style characteristic of the late-Victorian style of writing which is the tradition
out of which these memoirists emerged?
Although there are many sources concerning the memoirs of some of the authors
– in particular Sassoon, Graves, and Blunden, as well as a wealth of information on
Lawrence, including information on his literary endeavors—I found very few texts that
specifically connected the authors’ war experiences to the style of the writing in their
narratives. There were, however, several texts that deal with the reasons why veterans
wrote memoirs. Specifically, those mentioned above by Hynes, Fussell, and Vernon are
particularly useful, while others are listed below in the bibliography.
Chapter Outline
This dissertation is about World War I, and so we begin chapter one with a
discussion about the Great War, including a consideration of cultural, political, and social
factors which effected the run-up to the war, especially those involving two of the main
combatants, Germany and Great Britain and their incentives to fight. In addition, we will
consider other factors, including the avant-garde, which enjoyed its greatest influence in
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the years before the war, and discuss its changing attitudes about art. We will discuss
how those influences affected the transformation of literary style from late Victorian to
the modern style of Pound and Eliot, as well as the more realistic style of the memoirists
featured in this dissertation. Both the modern and realistic styles exhibit a change from
the way the romantics wrote, exhibiting a newer, more paratactic style and, in the case of
the selected memoirists, using the vernacular with less description. Modernists, such as
Pound and Eliot, neither of whom were involved in the war, wrote in a fragmented style
with emphasis on the image. Whereas Modernists made a conscious and calculating
choice to change style and move away from Romanticism, memoirists such as Graves,
Sassoon, and Blunden were compelled by their experiences to write in a more realistic
manner than their romantic sensibilities dictated.
After introducing biographical information on T.E. Lawrence, Chapter Two will
present his epic Seven Pillars of Wisdom juxtaposed against his post-war memoir The
Mint about his experiences as an airman in basic training. An aesthetic analysis of both
works will elucidate differences in the works’ styles. Seven Pillars is written in an epic
style with definite romantic influences and is highly descriptive, whereas The Mint is
written in the vernacular of the basic recruit. The styles of both works reflect the
respective environments in which Lawrence lived during and after the war, and will serve
as a mini-example of the range of styles from romantic to modern/realistic that is
examined in the dissertation overall.
Chapter Three will concern two men involved in the air war over the Western
Front. Cecil Lewis and Robert Henry Reece were fighter and bomber pilots respectively,
and their attitudes about war were quite different than those of the memoirists whose
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narratives will be analyzed in the last chapter about trench warfare. With respect to their
attitudes about the enemy and their fellow comrades, this chapter discusses the adherence
by some of the pilots to a chivalric code of honor. Their perspectives of the war were
much different than those of the ordinary soldier on the ground. Pilots did not often see
up close the men whom they killed, while trench soldiers, in many cases, looked into the
eyes of the soldiers they killed, or by whom they themselves were killed. In conclusion,
an aesthetic analysis will be done of each memoir in this chapter and comparisons and
contrasts between the narratives discussed.
Chapter Four considers the effects of new technology introduced before and
during the war. The first part of the chapter will discuss the use of technological
weapons, especially tanks, armored cars, and airplanes. In considering the memoirs used
in this chapter, W. H. L. Watson and Richard Haigh were involved in the cutting edge of
tank warfare, and S. C. Rolls was an armored car driver in both the Libyan campaign and
the Arab Revolt.
Chapter Five concludes the examination of the memoirs, by looking at the
narratives of three junior officers involved in the horrific and bloody fighting in the
trenches and “No Man’s Land.” The first part of the chapter discusses the environment of
the trenches. All three of the writers, Edmund Blunden, Robert Graves, and Siegfried
Sassoon, were very literary and had poems published in the Georgian anthology of poems
published by Harold Monro. These memoirists, however, were not able to make use of
their Georgian and romantic sensibilities in describing the effects the fighting in the
trenches had on them psychologically and physically. All three are published and noted
trench poets, and it is shown how they had to make use of existing poetic forms in a
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different way than they did in their Georgian works to describe their experiences
poetically. A discussion of an example of one particular form that was used will be
presented prior to evaluation of the individual memoirs. Then, along with biographical
information on the three memoirists, a poem and the narrative by each will be discussed.
Several items are considered in evaluating the ten memoirs: The memoirists’
military backgrounds including rank, units, and battles in which they fought; how and
why they became involved with the technology that they used; their attitudes about, and
their relations with, fellow combatants and others whom they wrote about, and who
influenced their writing; descriptive and evaluative analyses using the aforementioned
criteria; how language is used… descriptive or non-adjectival, vernacular or tending
toward formal, personal or impersonal, etc.; Use of figures of speech (tropes), such as
metaphor, simile, metonymy, personification, synecdoche, alliteration, etc. Lastly, a
conclusion will include considerations of the following: How did these memoirs and
others help to reshape post-war writing? What stylistic changes differentiate these texts
from pre-war works? Were later war memoirists influenced by these memoirs? How did
the war, and especially the general disillusionment in the aftermath of the war, affect the
authors’ overall outlook about the world and the future, considering the four year
catastrophe that they had endured?
War Memoir
The number of combatants in the First World War was exponentially greater than
in any previous war. That and the large number of soldiers with a high level of literacy
contributed to a large number of personal narratives being produced during and after the
conflict. We will call these personal narratives memoirs, but do they qualify as
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autobiography? Do these narratives qualify as history or strictly as confessional
literature? Is autobiography fiction or can it be fiction in some cases? Attempting to
answer these questions can help us to clarify distinctions and nuances concerning a
subject that eludes universal agreement.
While not actually taking a definitive stance on the issue, Laura Marcus leans to
the side of there being a distinction between autobiography and memoir. For Marcus,
there is “a question of what constitutes autobiography proper in opposition to popular
‘confessional’ literature or memoir” (3). She says that “the distinction most frequently
made is that between autobiography as the evocation of a life as a totality, and memoirs
which offer only an anecdotal depiction” (3). Additionally, Marcus asserts that:
This discrimination is made at times on formal grounds to distinguish between
generic categories, but also invokes discussion of the auto-biographer’s intentions
and motivations. If the autobiographer is ‘sincere’ in the attempt to understand the
self and to explain that self to others, then the autobiographical intention becomes
accepted as a serious one. (3)
Before addressing the above questions, we will examine the issues of “intention”
and “motivation” in writing memoirs and, more specifically, war memoirs. First, what is
a “war memoir” and how is it different from other memoirs? Samuel Hynes addresses
this question early on in his book, The Soldiers’ Tale. Having, himself, been a Marine
combat pilot during the Second World War, he has a unique perspective on why some
veterans feel a need to write down their war experiences. Hynes conflates intention with
motivation in giving his nomenclature for the war narratives veterans write. He says that,
“I have adopted ‘personal narrative’ as the generic term for these individual accounts,
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defining them as first-person writings in prose by participants in the events recorded”
(xiv). These records, he says, “are two principal kinds, which correspond to two quite
different needs: the need to report and the need to remember” (xiv). He further delineates
memoirs from personal narratives by regarding them as a more complex type of personal
narrative which are, with the passage of time, “more self-consciously constructed than the
immediate reports, an old self looking back – sometimes across half a century – at what
the young self did, what happened to him, what changed him” (xiv). But, what of the
motivations to write these war narratives. Again, Hynes gives two reasons. First, “the
things men do in war,” i.e., actions that are obviously essential, is one thing, but the
“things that war does to them” is also important: “The things that are done are of two
kinds: there are the inflicted sufferings of war – the wounds, the fears, the hardships, the
losses – which are in the nature of war and must be accepted” (3). He says that there is
something else that motivates war veterans to write and it is caused by the fact that no
one can go through a war without being personally changed, and in fundamental ways”
(3). So, “change – inner change – is the other motive for war stories: not only what
happened, but what happened to me” (3). In partially disagreeing with the critics who say
that memoir is like autobiography, Hynes asserts that “a war memoir is like
autobiography in that it is the personal narrative of one man in his life; though it would
be more precise to consider it a subcategory of this genre, conversion literature, since it is
a testament of a profound inner change in the teller” (5).
Another question frequently raised is “does autobiography qualify as history
writing?” Prior to the latter half of the twentieth century, most critics seemed to think so.
Marcus tells us about the trend by autobiographical critics to “ ‘rescue’ autobiography
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from incorporation into history and history-writing and establishing it as an essentially
‘literary act’” (181). Thus, “This could mean either a deprecation of the temporal
dimension of individual existence or a rejection of certain modes of history-writing, such
as descriptive or documentary accounts” (181). She asserts that, “This anti-historical
move was part of an academic-political project to redefine what literary studies should
be” (181).
Hynes, though, in rejecting war memoir as history takes a different tack from the
academic reason and says that the sentience of experiencing war overrides the need to
give a chronological account of events within the context of the times that they happen.
In making this assertion he says that, “And so if we would understand what war is like,
and how it feels, we must turn away from history and its numbers, and seek the reality in
the personal witness of the men who were there” (xii). Hynes goes on to point out that
men who experience war do not necessarily view themselves as an essential part of some
historical context, but that they report their experiences from within that context. So, he
says:
It’s easy to see why men remember their wars. For most men who fight, war is
their one contact with the world of great doings. Other men govern, sign treaties,
invent machines, cure diseases, alter lives. But for ordinary men – the men who
fight our wars – there will probably be only that one time when their lives
intersect with history, one opportunity to act in great events. Not to alter those
events – no single soldier affects a war, or even a battle – but simply to be there in
history. (2)
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Hynes sums up his thoughts by saying that, “war narratives are not quite
autobiography. They’re not quite history either. Historians tell the big stories, of
campaigns and battles, of great victories and the disastrous defeats” (11). They do this by
“synthesizing the reports and the statistics, assigning credit and blame, turning war’s
chaos into order. The men who were there tell a different story, one that is often quite
ahistorical, even anti-historical” (11).
And, finally, does autobiography/memoir qualify as fiction? If we look
specifically at the subject of this dissertation, war memoirs, we can be helped to
understand this question by what Marcus said previously, that it is the intention of the
author that matters. Yes, if a memoir is written years after the events are reported, and
memory has faded enough that there is a misreporting of what actually occurred, or if
critical information is left out that would help elucidate the actual occurrences, then we
must look at the intention of the author. If he was genuinely trying to give an accurate,
and what he thought was a truthful account of what went on, then we should give some
deference to that. There is certainly a difference in intentionally giving a false account of
something and an unintentional one in doing the same. Both would qualify as fiction, but
the intention makes the difference as to whether there is a legitimate reason in giving a
deferential regard to the author’s memory of his experiences.
We should keep these questions about autobiography and memoir in our minds as
we analyze the memoirs in the following chapters. Since, as we have already stated, that
memoirs are “anecdotal depictions” describing personal experiences in a particular period
in someone’s life, the term we will usually use in the analyses will be “memoir.” And, as
we do so, we should always remember that these men have given us accounts of their
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experiences as a confession of sorts, a confession that lets us into the most private parts
of their lives in some of the most trying circumstances in which a person can be placed.
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Chapter 1
Cultural Aspects
The Great War
World War I was a conflict which resulted in producing multiple legacies which
have been examined exhaustively by historians and academics since the armistice. The
collapse of four empires (German, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, and Russian), the redrawing of the European and Middle Eastern maps, and the rapid advancement of
technologies due to the urgency of the combatants to gain tactical and strategic
advantages during the war, are a few of the notable results of the war. But, there is a
particular legacy which pervades the ways in which the Great War was and is viewed. A
war which started as a mobile war, with overtones of the romantic style of fighting of
wars of the past, quickly devolved into the intractable morass for which it is mostly
remembered today. The Western Front and its static ground war produced nothing
positive from its prosecution. Instead, it mostly bred trauma and disillusionment, which
in turn impacted perceptions of the war and its aftermath.
From Romantic War to the Western Front
In September of 1914, after a lightning run through Belgium and Northern France,
the German army was finally stopped short of the Marne River in its attempt to reach
Paris and take France out of the war. Had it succeeded, Germany could then have
continued with its plan to turn its attention to the Eastern Front and the foe that it feared
most, Russia. Instead, after its failure to reach Paris, the Germans engaged the Allies in a
series of flanking maneuvers — the so-called “race to the sea”— which ended in
stalemate on the coast of Belgium at Nieuport on the North Sea. At that point the two
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sides began to dig in and fortify defensive positions. An almost continual line of trenches
was dug extending some four hundred miles from the North Sea to the Swiss border, only
a few hundred yards apart at some points. What had started in early August as a highly
mobile war, which most thought would be over by Christmas, turned into the static,
industrial killing field that came to be known as the Western Front. For nearly four years
the lines would not move much, as ground was gained and taken back over the period
with negligible benefit to either side. Millions of lives were lost in a war of attrition that
robbed Great Britain and the Continent of the cream of their male youth. The war began
in a gush of patriotic fervor on both sides only to end with a whimper four years later,
with Germany too exhausted and depleted of men, supplies, and support at home to
continue. It was an inglorious end to what started as an almost spiritual quest for
Germany, a desperate battle for survival by France and Belgium, and an effort by Great
Britain to save civilization as it knew it.
In order to fight wars, nations need armies, and at the beginning of the Great War
there was no shortage of young men wanting to volunteer. Nationalism and patriotism
were the bywords used to stoke the flames of passion to come to the aid of one’s country.
It was only months later, when the limited supply of volunteers was depleted, that
conscription became the necessary means to provide the fodder needed to continue to try
and outlast the enemy. Exactly when did the war turn from being a glorious quest for
both sides to a seemingly interminable effort to slog to an indeterminate end? The old,
romantic style of war that had been fought in previous European conflicts died on the
Western Front. That type of war, which was displayed in the first few weeks of the
conflict, ended with entrenchment. From a tactical standpoint alone the guerilla, hit-and-
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run type of war fought by T. E. Lawrence and his band of Arabs against the Ottomans
would have been completely misplaced in Western Europe. In Arabia, tactics dictated a
highly mobile war over large areas of land. The fighting, when it occurred, was by
necessity at close quarters. This type of war, on camel and horseback fought at close
range, was a throwback to the romantic types of wars of the past, and unlike modern,
impersonal war.
As a point of clarification, when using the term “romance” or “romantic” to
describe war in this dissertation as opposed to “modern,” “industrial,” or “impersonal
war,” we are referring to a style of war of the past that is more personal, a war in which
combatants see and physically interact with each other up close. Romantic war is
glorified or, at least, not demonized. It is war that is mobile and audacious, and many of
the combatants are aware of and welcome the adventure they experience, and understand
the import of the outcome. Virtues of combatants of romantic war such as “courage,”
“heroism,” and “honor,” are mythologized as traits to be desired, and are canonized into
the popular culture. In romantic war combatants are aware of their participation in
adventures, which in many cases are considered “epic.” Certainly, these traits are also
applicable to those combatants in the modern, impersonal war that had its introduction in
the Great War. The terms of the virtues above apply to many of the participants in the
Great War, as well, or any of the wars that followed. But, there is a de-humanization in
the “modern,” “industrial,” “impersonal” war which seems to override our abilities to
glorify it. We can see and relate to the cavalry charge with the saber drawn, with the
airplanes dog fighting like the jousting knights of old, all while having an honorable
regard for the enemy. That is much different than the long-range killing by artillery fire
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or high altitude night bombing. It is different, too, from the gas attacks that one cannot
fight, but can only find cover from or run from to escape. And, it is different from the
static, troglodytic existence in the trenches and the combination of horror and danger one
experiences from constant exposure to a myriad of deadly, omnipresent dangers.
Charging on horses headlong into the enemy, even in the face of long chances for
survival can be and is romanticized. The “light brigade” in Tennyson’s famous poem
glorifying death in the face of impossible odds is one such example. Contrary to that is
another type of “charge,” which is not riding but walking across a bleak and blasted
landscape in “No Man’s Land” trying to avoid shell holes, barbed wire, and lifeswallowing mud while being exposed to withering machine gun fire. Or, where is the
romance or glory of balling into an almost fetal position in the bottom of a mud soaked
and rat-infested trench for hours at a time enduring a barrage and the mental agony of
wondering if the next minute will be your last?
Ironically, as the old romantic style of war ended on the ground, it found an
almost immediate renaissance in a new type of war fought in the air. As we will discuss
in chapter three, combatants in the air war were removed from the morass on the ground
below them. To be sure, men killed each other in the air, and also killed soldiers and
civilians on the ground with bombing and strafing. But ironically, even though the war in
the air utilized the new technology of fighter planes and bombers, it was still a throwback
to wars of the past in a romantic sense. In many cases, the fighter pilots on both sides had
a chivalrous respect for their fellow combatants. They engaged in air duels and killing,
while adhering to unwritten rules regarding honor, courtesy, and generosity. Few such
courtesies were extended by either side on the ground.

24

The start of the Great War seemed to promise a romantic style war of the past.
There was an attempt by Germany at the start of the conflict to fight a mobile war and to
overwhelm its foes with superior equipment and tactics in a close, quick engagement. In
response, the first group of soldiers that Great Britain sent to stop the German advance
was not made up of civilian volunteers or conscripts. It was a small, short-lived
professional army, dependant on cavalry tactics, which were outdated from the start. The
death of romantic war on the Western Front was swift and merciless. As Samuel Hynes
relates in The Soldiers’ Tale:
The tale of the Great War doesn’t begin with those volunteers, though; their
stories dominate the war’s later years, but they weren’t there at the start. The
British Expeditionary Force that crossed to France in August 1914 to meet the
advancing Germans was a professional army, made up of officers and men who
were already soldiers by choice or by necessity before the war began. There
weren’t many of them—“a contemptible little army,” the Kaiser called them—but
they were all that Britain had. To understand the war and its tale, we must begin
with the story of those regulars.
The British troops who fought the war’s opening battles included the
regiments of guards, lancers, and hussars that were the army’s elite corps. The
officers in those regiments were soldiers in the tradition of the European officer
caste, sons of the aristocracy and the gentry, for whom the army was a career, a
vocation, and often the ultimate field sport. (33)
It was an army made up of professionals still geared toward fighting in the old
style. However, men on horseback with sabers do not stand much of a chance when
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charging machine gun emplacements, or when having to endure artillery barrages waged
by New Age weapons with high-explosive shells. In a matter of just a few weeks at the
beginning of the war, the British Army was depleted of its professional soldiers. Hynes
gives a heart-rending account of just one example of the death of romance at the
beginning of the war in Western Europe. Francis Grenfell was an officer in a family that
had produced four officers. Hynes relates Grenfell’s initiation to the futility of fighting a
modern war with outdated tactics:
This wasn’t the war they and their kind had prepared for; their war was to be
like a good day’s hunting — headlong riding, excitement, danger. They had
brought old skills to a new kind of battle. Perhaps that is the story of any war at its
commencement; but it was a more acute problem here, at the start of the first war
to be fought with twentieth-century technology.
On the regiment’s first day of action, Francis Grenfell was ordered to lead his
men in a charge on the enemy flank — a classic cavalry maneuver. They were
met by fierce small-arms and artillery fire, and were blocked, like fox hunters at a
fence, by the enemy’s wire. In the ineffectual confusion that followed, the
squadron was decimated and the survivors were forced to retire. Francis’s account
of the action is bitter and dismissive: “We had simply galloped about like rabbits
in front of a line of guns,” he wrote, “men and horses falling in all directions.
Most of one’s time was spent in dodging the horses.” It had been a waste of men
and beasts, not a proper cavalry charge at all. (35)
As the army was being depleted it became increasingly necessary to change
tactics and resupply the ranks with men who were not of the old elite class. Many men
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came from working and middle class backgrounds, first as volunteers and later through
conscription. One of the integral groups of volunteers came out of the middle class. They
were not professional soldiers at all, but civilians educated in public and private schools,
who were destined to be the doctors, barristers, businessmen, and teachers of the future,
as well as some of the most influential writers and poets. These men served in the officer
corps as subalterns, the lieutenants who would do the grunt work required to run the
companies, battalions, and regiments in the field. They are also the ones who, in many
cases, best articulated through their narratives the tragedy, disillusionment, and trauma of
a war that should not have been fought. It was a war that was prosecuted by leaders and
politicians, who through their own diplomatic ineptness and uncontrolled ambition
allowed the war to begin, and then, in the face of no acceptable resolution, doubled down
on their efforts in sacrificing the best of their youth in a war of attrition. Thanks to these
literate young volunteers, there is an overall narrative that exists detailing the
gruesomeness of war in the extreme, of the flame of patriotic fervor that is snuffed out by
the daily realities of merely trying to live to the next day, and of the physical and
psychological trauma that affected lives and families long after the war ended. For some
of these men, the war never did really end. Hynes pays tribute to these soldiers:
Such men volunteered in large numbers in 1914-1915. They became the junior
officers of Kitchener’s New Army and commanded the actions of war at the
tactical level, the level of actual fighting. They were the lieutenants who cried
“Follow me!” and went over the top, who led patrols into no-man’s-land, who
flew the planes and directed the artillery pieces, and who died in greater
proportion to their numbers than any other rank.
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They were the ones who wrote the memorable war books. Think of the books
from the First World War that we still read: the memoirs — Good-bye to All That,
The Memoirs of George Sherston, Undertones of War, Storm of Steel: and the
poems — Wilfred Owen’s, Siegfried Sassoon’s, Edmund Blunden’s; and the
novels — All Quiet on the Western Front, Under Fire, A Farewell to Arms. All
written by middle-class men who went voluntarily to war. (A Soldiers’ Tale 31-2)
It is true that there are some memoirs, like Ernst Junger’s Storm of Steel that
glorify or put a positive spin on war. There are also memoirs which extol the virtues of
patriotism and participation in a romantic pursuit of victory. In chapters two, three, and
four of this dissertation examples of these types of memoirs are considered. But, a very
large number of memoirs from the First World War tell of disillusionment born in large
part from the frustration caused by what is perceived by the authors as inept commanders,
poor battle tactics, and a lack of regard by leaders in subordinating men’s safety to the
successful prosecution of a mission at all costs. The arena for this malevolent endeavor is
the Western Front, and we will see in the last chapter stark accounts of three memoirists’
participation in it.
Not insignificantly, there was a myriad of trauma victims that the war engendered.
Psychological and physical wounds significantly impacted the way many of these
memoirists related their narratives. The war was equitable in its selection of those to be
injured. Anyone at or near the front including officers, enlisted men, medical personnel,
and horses and mules were exposed to the constant threat of sniper fire, machine guns,
grenades, mortar rounds, mines, gas rounds and a host of other deadly devices contrived
to inflict maximum physical and psychological damage. However, in a perverted sense,
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these dangers were minuscule compared to an overwhelming threat that was faced almost
constantly…artillery fire. Introduced during the First World War was the ultimate threat
to the besieged soldier enduring a static war in a trench — the long-range, highly accurate
artillery piece, which could shoot shells with high-explosive charges several thousands of
yards, and practically drop them into the laps of its unsuspecting victims. The
psychological anxiety caused by the never-ending whizz of bullets flying by or over
one’s head, the charging through No-Man’s Land into the face of withering machine-gun
fire, and the constant fear of detonating mines, or being exposed to sniper fire, did not
match the constant threat artillery fire posed. One could be behind the lines one minute,
enjoying a brief respite from the front, and be gone the next. In the trenches, the anxiety
endured during a barrage could be terrible. The enemy would usually commence a
barrage which might last for hours, and sometimes for days before an assault through NoMan’s Land. At other times, a barrage might be started for the purpose of producing
attrition from the other side’s numbers of men.
Whichever the reason, one can hardly imagine a more helpless feeling than
having to lay exposed to the almost constant deafening roar, shock of concussion, and
flying shards of steel produced in a barrage. In addition to the psychological hazard and
the danger of being obliterated by a direct hit, there is the physical damage caused by
shells exploding in close proximity to the victim. Neurological damage, dismemberment,
blindness, and deafness are only a few of the traumatic physical injuries one can
experience. Probably the severest damage, though, was that of shell-shock and the
neurasthenia that it produced.1 Victims could literally be rendered psychologically and
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physically helpless by shell-shock, and some men never fully recovered from it after the
war.
It is out of this ubiquitous and malevolent environment of anxiety, stress, trauma,
and disillusionment that some of the most poignant Great War narratives originated. But,
the transition for some writers from a pre-war, romantic literary mindset to a post-war,
modern one did not happen overnight, nor did the transition happen in a vacuum. Many
cultural, social, and political factors which were precursors to a war which should not
have been fought contributed to the pre-war environment, and were influential through
out the war and in its aftermath. It is these factors, which were critical to the seemingly
unstoppable march to war, which we will consider next.
Culture War: Germany vs. Great Britain
The physical war fought between the Triple Entente (Allies) and the Central
Powers from August, 1914 to November, 1918 was the result of long-simmering
antipathies generated from cultural, social, and political disparities of the two sides.
Although several countries made up each of the two coalitions of the opposing powers, it
was the clash of two cultures in particular, those of Great Britain and Germany, which
provided most of the animus that helped to cause and then prolong the war. Germany’s
motivation for war involved what Eksteins describes as a spiritual undertaking, a turning
inward to embrace the ideals of a revolutionary impulse to overturn existing order and
situate itself as the leader in a new, modernist Europe. For Great Britain, its main goal in
the war was to insure that civilization and democracy survived in its current form, and
that the status quo was maintained. It was an adherence to external and objective

30

concerns, i.e., rules, societal norms, the law, and time-honored institutions that Britain
espoused. It was a classic example of radical vs. rational.
Eksteins presents a compelling exegesis of Germany’s pre-war mind-set about
“war as culture.” By August, 1914 Germany as a nation was conditioned to the idea that
the war was a spiritual quest, i.e., an idea and not a means or aim of territorial expansion,
though expansion was a strategic necessity and a result of victory. In the first couple of
months of the war “the government and military had no concrete war aims, only a
strategy and a vision, that of German expansion in an existential rather than a physical
sense” (90). Germany was certainly prepared materially for war. It had the men and
weaponry to fight an overwhelming war of movement and the ability to reach its military
goals in Europe in short order with the proper implementation of tactics and reasonable
strategies.
But, what was the justification for Germany to go to war? Its pretense for war was
actually a false one, since the Germans declared a need for a “preventative war” to
“forestall the aggressive designs and ambitions of the hostile powers surrounding
Germany” (90). These practical considerations, however, masked an idealistic belief that
the time for German power had come. At any rate, “ the two aspects, the practical and the
idealistic, were not mutually exclusive, as so many historians who have debated the war
aims have implied; both were essential ingredients of the German personality on the eve
of the war” (90). In the idealistic sense, “war was regarded, especially in Germany, as the
supreme test of spirit, and, as such, a test of vitality, culture, and life” (90). War was a
“life-giving principle,” and “an expression of a superior culture” (quoted in Eksteins 90).
Or, “In other words, whether considered as the foundation of culture or as a steppingstone
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to a higher plateau of creativity and spirit, war was an essential part of a nation’s selfesteem and image” (90-1). This mentality was encapsulated in a term coined by the SPD
(Social Democratic Party of Germany). Kulture was “adopted as a symbol of each
German’s cause” (91). It was this idea of Kulture which set the German mind against
what it considered the disingenuousness of Anglo-French civilization “which since the
sixteenth century had gradually established a political and cultural hegemony in the
world” and “was based on rationalism, empiricism, and utility; in other words, on
externality” (77). It was Kulture by contrast, that “was said to be concerned with ‘inner
freedom,’ with authenticity, with truth rather than sham, with essence as opposed to
appearance, with totality rather than the norm” (77). It was war which was the antidote
for what Germany perceived as the superficiality and disingenuousness of a false culture
which Britain represented. In a commitment to confronting and defeating what was
perceived to be a real threat to German culture, the collective German mindset was that
“War is not only the supreme challenge for culture; the willingness to wage war to prove
superiority should be the goal of any culture. War and true culture, as opposed to false
culture, thus become synonymous” (197).
However, while the spiritual aspect of Kulture helped to provide the mental
conditioning for Germany’s commitment to war, it was Germany’s embrace of
urbanization and industrialization which moved it rapidly from a geographically diverse
and agrarian society to a modern and technologically innovative one that provided the
material means to wage war. By 1914, two-thirds of the German population lived in
urban centers, the reverse of what it had been forty years before, and over a third of its
population was made up of industrial workers. Iron and steel were the building materials
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used to help erect a new industrial age, and at the beginning of the war, “German steel
production equaled that of Britain, France, and Russia combined” (68). It was this
powerful melding of the spiritual ideal of Kulture with the practical consequences of
industrialization which allowed Germany to lead the way into Modernism. Eksteins
observes that “The German experience lies at the heart of the ‘modern experience,’” and
that “Germans often used to refer [to] themselves as the Herzvolk Europas, the people at
the heart of Europe. Germans are also the Herzvolk of modern sense and sensibility” (68).
It was war which would provide focus for Germany and the German people to
direct this modernist mind-set to bring about a revolution that would envelop the entirety
of Europe, with Germany as the leader. As Eksteins asserts, “What was important above
all for Germans was the overthrow of the old structures. That was the whole point of the
war. Once that had been achieved, the revolutionary dynamic would proceed to erect new
structures valid for the new situation” (169). This revolutionary dynamic was in no small
part promoted by the cutting-edge of cultural change advocated by the avant-garde,
which will be discussed further below.
But, the implementation of revolutionary ideals is sometimes accompanied by
forays into the darker side of humanity. In addition to the anticipated positive changes to
German society, malevolent attitudes about war that were revolutionary were generated
as well. For example, the Germans were the first to emphasize defense and use attrition to
realize strategic aims. The tactic of “exhausting the enemy through self-sacrifice instead
of ‘defeating’ him by dashing enterprise — was no accident” (156). Germany was the
country that had been the most willing before the war to tear down accepted social,
cultural, and political norms, and to promote the advent of new possibilities” (156). The
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Germans “were less reticent to break with international conventions associated by them
with a rule of law imposed by Anglo-French hegemony and regarded by them as
prejudicial to German interests” (156).
Germany embraced the culture of “total war” in which it did not differentiate
between soldiers and civilians. German Field Marshall Erich Ludendorff was the
embodiment of the modern military thinking that produced him and what he represented.
For “Ludendorff [born outside of the aristocracy as a commoner] and … the new
Germany, all economic questions, all cultural questions, were in the end military
questions” (157). The turn towards implementation of total war “called for the
breakdown of the distinction between soldiers and civilians and the rejection of accepted
morality in warfare” (157). Unfortunately, this policy resulted in atrocities against
civilians, especially in Belgium at the beginning of the war. Incidents of rape, torture, and
summary executions along with the razing of historically and culturally important
buildings and artifacts, even though not as pervasive as some reports had indicated at the
time, were certainly committed (158).
In August, 1914 Germany was mentally and physically prepared for war, and was
positioning itself to be the dominant power in Europe. Strategically, Germany needed to
deal quickly with Belgium and France at the start of the war, so that its attention could
then be directed at Russia, whom Germany feared most militarily. But, there was another
overarching concern that presented Germany with keen motivation to start war, and that
concern was the preservation and promotion of its own culture and the prevention of the
hegemonic incursions of another culture which was dominant in Europe and the world at
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the time. Germany did not have to reach far to deal with the threat that it regarded as dire
to its interests. It only had to look the short distance across the English Channel.
At the beginning of the First World War, Great Britain had for decades enjoyed
the status of being the world’s largest empire. Its political, social, and cultural influences
were ingrained in its many colonies which geographically circumvented the globe. As we
have discussed, Germany had an idealistic notion of its future influence in the world,
which was nurtured by an inward reflection on a spiritual longing to fulfill what it saw as
its rightful leadership role among nations. Britain viewed its destiny in different terms. It
had already achieved world dominance and its motivation for war was strictly
preventative, i.e., to prevent Germany from upsetting the status quo. But, whereas
Germany had used the supposed prevention of aggressions by its enemies as a sham to
hide its true intent to project its own power, Britain was to fight an actual war of
prevention. Germany’s embrace of Modernism’s antipathy to the status quo was infused
into Kulture and became the raison d’être of its own aggressiveness in challenging what it
saw as Britain’s hegemonic predominance. For Germany, Modernism was its path to the
rightful fulfillment of its destiny, with its eye on further incursions into political and
cultural influence in the world. On the contrary, traditional Britain viewed Modernism as
the antipathetic bane of its very existence.
Attitudes about art, society, and politics were critical in the formation of mores
underlying and promoting a German culture which embraced war. Germany was at the
forefront of implementing avant-garde ideals that were already at work in a core of artists
and individuals on the Continent and in Great Britain before the war. War, “a spiritual
necessity for Germany,” (92) “was a quest for authenticity, for truth, for self-fulfillment,

35

for those values, that is, which the avant-garde had evoked prior to the war and those
features — materialism, banality, hypocrisy, tyranny — which it had attacked” (92).
Great Britain was also influenced by the avant-garde, but in a different way from
Germany. Whereas Kulture embraced the revolutionary tenets of the avant-garde with a
passion that involved an intellectual and artistic coalescence in Germany spanning
politics, art, and education, British traditionalists, on the other hand, resisted those tenets
in an effort to save its existing social order. It was a contentious battle that the British
avant-garde waged with the “guardians” of the Empire.
Art and Revolution
In the decade preceding the war, there was an active cadre of avant-gardists
causing angst among the conservatives in England. Post-Impressionism and its influence
on Fauvism, Cubism, and later Dadaism and Surrealism, in addition to lesser but trendy
movements, were impacting conventional thinking about visual representation in
painting. Englishman Roger Fry, a Bloomsbury denizen, was a painter and art critic who
coined the term Post-Impressionism to describe the genre developed from Impressionism
that was introduced by Paul Cezanne, Vincent Van Gogh, et. al., in France in the latter
part of the nineteenth century as a reaction against Impressionism and traditional, realist
representation. In November, 1910, Fry organized an exhibit of modern art in London
that featured paintings by Van Gogh, Edouard Manet, Paul Gauguin, and Henri Matisse.
It was the first major showing of their art in England, and the introduction of abstract
representation that flew in the face of the conventional mind-set in Britain about art in
particular and traditional customs in general. The reaction, as one might imagine, from
the traditionalists was neither favorable nor unexpected. In Hynes’ A War Imagined, we
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observe that sculptor W. R. Colton’s screed about the state of art in pre-war England was
reflective of conventional thinking: “As far as Art is concerned,” Colton said,
it was high time that war should come with its purifying fire. In some fifty
years so-called Art had grown in Europe like unto a puffed-out and unhealthy
fungus of enormous size, without beauty, without delicacy, without health. A
wave of diseased degeneracy had submerged Philosophy, Music, Literature, and
Art to such a depth that, looking forward, I venture to prophesy that future
centuries will gaze back with pity upon this period of mistaken morbidness. (qtd.
in A War Imagined 58)
In putting the initial blame directly on German philosophers and musicians for the “first
crystallised expression of this viciousness” (qtd. in A War Imagined 58), he
acknowledges that England and other European countries are not exempt from the
insidious effects of what he and others see as the danger of radical representation in art
creeping into, and undermining, traditionalist orthodoxy. He laments that, “The morbid
invention of the artistic mind is seen everywhere. We have Oscar Wilde, Aubrey
Beardsley, and others. The futurists, the cubists, the whole school of decadent novelists.”2
(qtd. in A War Imagined 58).
Hynes notes the comprehensiveness of Colton’s analysis, while acknowledging
that his (Colton’s) general point is not new. Other prominent writers and artists had been
observing the changes for some time. They believed,
that Edwardian England was infected with a European disease, and had become
degenerate, slothful, soft, corrupt. The name of this disease you might say was

2

It is notable that Colton shows his disdain for the movements he mentions by not capitalizing
them as an accepted movement would be.
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Modernism; but you would have to add that for persons like Colton, the Modern
did not begin with Post-Impressionism and the twelve-tone scale, but was an
infection that went back to Nietzsche and Wagner, and in England, inevitably, to
Wilde. Futurism, Cubism, Decadence – they were all one sickness. (58)
The visual arts were not the only arena for the conflict between the avant-gardists
and the traditionalists. Examples of three short-lived yet influential artistic movements
that helped to provoke this angst, and which challenged conventional thinking about art,
literature, and politics in the pre-war years in Britain were Futurism, Imagism, and
Vorticism. The first of these movements that we will discuss briefly is Futurism, a
movement formed in Italy in 1909 by Fillipo Tammaso Marinetti. Futurism was an avantgarde movement that glorified speed, technology, and violence, as well as technological
innovations such as the car and the airplane. It was primarily an Italian movement but
there were also parallel movements in Russia and England. Imagism, came into being as
a reaction against Georgian romantic poetry, which was itself a reaction to late Victorian
Romanticism. According to Sarhan and Mashkoor, the term “Georgian,” rather than used
as the name for a movement, denoted “a group of conservative poets who began to
publish verse during the first and second decades of the twentieth century and who were
generally content to adopt the traditional conventions, forms, and diction of English
poetry,” (1) but who wanted to move away from the florid, overly descriptive style of the
Victorians.3 In their poetry, “one finds a faithful expression of the native British element
of verse rather than the European cosmopolitan element that was best realized in T. S.
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A more in depth look at how the Georgians were founded and their poetic style is discussed on
pp. 164-66 in Chap. 5.
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Eliot, Allen Tate, Ezra Pound, and other avant-gardist poets who followed Pound's motto
‘make it new’” (1).
It was Pound who coined the term Imagism for the new movement in 1912, but its
beginnings can be traced to the publication of two poems in 1910 by T. E. Hulme,
“Autumn” and “A City Sunset.” According to the article “A Brief Guide to Imagism,” the
movement arose from ideas about poetry that had been espoused by Hulme as early as
1908. Hulme advocated for “poetry based on absolutely accurate presentation of its
subject with no excess verbiage” (Poets.org). In other words, the poet should use “the
language of common speech, but to employ always the exact word, not the nearly-exact,
nor the merely decorative word” (Poets.org). Imagism’s reaction to what was considered
“the flabby abstract language and ‘careless thinking’ of Georgian Romanticism” was to
replace such presentation with “exactness of observed detail, apt metaphors, and
economy of language” (Poets.org). Pound defined three tenets of Imagist poetry as
follows: (1) “Direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective or objective, (2) to use
absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation, and (3) as regarding
rhythm: to compose in sequence of the musical phrase, not in sequence of the
metronome” (Poetry.org).
A classic example of the Imagist poem is Pound’s fourteen word, two line poem,
“In a Station of the Metro” which reads, “ The apparition of these faces in the crowd; /
Petals on a wet, black bough.” The image of the ghost-like faces of the people in the
metro is elevated to a vivid visual by the metaphor of “Petals on a wet, black bough.” The
economy of words which is striking in its omission of verbs and the staccato cadence of
the second line emphasized by the alliteration of “…a wet, black bough” gives the non-
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rhyming, free verse an almost melodious feel, even without a traditional meter. This type
of poetry with its fragmented meter and syntax, but with an emphasis on clarity of the
image represented a strand of Modernism which grated at the heart of the romantic
tradition of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, and later Victorians. Observing its
form today does not do justice to the upheaval it caused when first introduced. It was
anathema to British convention, and stabbed at the heart of the status quo in British
literature. Imagism, though, did not sustain itself as a long enduring movement. Although
it carried on a few more years, its initial impulse waned in the hands of poet Amy Lowell
and others who had hijacked its impetus as a cutting edge movement in 1914 after Pound
had released a volume of Imagist poetry titled Des Imagistes.
But Imagism was only the beginning of the assault on traditional literature.
Pound’s iconoclastic personality directed him to another polemical literary movement,
Vorticism which had been started by Wyndham Lewis. Lewis had been experimenting
with abstraction in painting combining the structure of Cubist representation with the
dynamism of Futurist painting. When Pound joined the movement he gave it its name and
brought into its fold T. S. Eliot, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska and other members of the avantgarde. Lewis and Pound produced two volumes of the journal Blast, which was the
literary manifestation of the Vorticist movement, in 1914 and 1915, after which it ceased
publication when Lewis, Gaudier-Brzeska, et. al., left for France and the war.
The literary aspect of Vorticism promoted by Pound was actually a continuation
of the Imagist aesthetic with one important addition, that of temporality. As Armstrong
notes, “With its stress on the instantaneous and the presence of the ‘real’, Imagism claims
an aesthetics of presence. But that presence is … constructed on a regime of elimination
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and prohibition – an ‘objectivity’ constructed on a fear of pollution, a deathliness which
must constantly be voided and avoided” (31). Pound loosely uses analogies to define the
aesthetics of Imagism and its relation to Vorticism in asserting that:
The doctrine of the image in 1912 and of the Vortex in 1914, are suffused with
scientific thinking: the poem is a machine; poetry is ‘energized’ prose; the serious
artist is a chemist, the poet is a sort of steam-gauge, voltameter, a set of pipes for
thermometric and barometric divination. Critics are surgeons who should cut
through dead material and maintain ‘hygiene’ or apply ‘vaccine’. (131)
This cutting away the dead matter to reveal the real, though, that is “produced by
this operation is highly sculptural, plastic, and abstract” (31). It is the introduction of
temporality, as noted above, which is critical for the vortex. This might also be seen as
the “animation of the dead matter of the image” (31). For Pound, the vortex is like a
turbine that sucks in all the “energized past, the past that is vital” (31). His thinking
coincides with that of French philosopher Henri Bergson who approached the concept of
“the fluid nature of time by distinguishing two ways of knowing: relative and absolute”
(Kern 25). The former is achieved by “moving around an object or by coming to know it
through symbols or words that fail to render its true nature (Pound’s complaint about
romantic poetry). From a Vorticist perspective absolute knowledge is achieved by
experiencing something as it is within (Pound’s Imagist aesthetic), with the added factor
of time. For Bergson, “The absolute knowledge can only be given by intuition, which he
defined as ‘the kind of intellectual sympathy by which one places oneself within an
object in order to coincide with what is unique in it and consequently inexpressible’”
(25). Bergson believes that “we all share one experience of intuition: ‘our own
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personality in its flowing through time – our self which endures’” (25). And, “When he
contemplated his inner self he found, ‘a continuous flux, a succession of states, each of
which announces that which follows and contains that which precedes it” (25). As
Armstrong notes, “Bergson’s vitalist conception of the moment [is] a kind of processingmachine which drives the past forward. On that conception of an art including history, the
characteristic works of High Modernism are founded” (31).
Having done its job of critiquing and attacking the traditionalist cognoscente, and
introducing ways of how a new aesthetic can evolve from the old, the avant-garde slipped
rather quietly into the night as a result of the war. To be sure, the high modernists such as
Eliot, Wolf, Joyce, and Pound continued to advance a new aesthetic, but the drive for
change did not seem to have the same radical intensity that it had before the war. As
Armstrong points out:
One can also consider the war in relation to the future, which … has dissolved into
cynicism. One of the things that the war undoes is the avant-garde itself: the
aggressive rhetoric of renewal of pre-war movements like Futurism. What could
one do with a hatred of the ‘masses’ and the ‘crowd’ when they have become the
dead? With war on established forms when war was a reality? With the rhetoric of
activism and attack? (17)
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Chapter 2
T. E. Lawrence’s Literary Journey from Late Romantic to Modern: Seven Pillars of
Wisdom to The Mint
Lawrence the Writer
In observing the transition of writing style across the literary spectrum from late
romantic to modern in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, an examination of
T. E. Lawrence’s military memoirs, Seven Pillars of Wisdom and The Mint provides, on a
smaller scale, an insight into the evolution of styles for the period before, during, and
after World War I. His stylistic transformation, evidenced in the two works, mirrors the
general shift of literary style during the period. The diversity of Lawrence’s interests and
the stories of his adventures over the course of his life have been well documented by
scholars, as well as his proponents and critics. Considered together, his two memoirs
highlight the influence of his experiences on the styles of those works. A comprehensive
analysis of these styles necessarily includes looking at Lawrence’s education, literary
influences, and archeological and military exploits. The literary manifestation of
Lawrence’s accounts of his experiences in the Middle Eastern campaign of the Great War
is, as with any autobiographer, a culmination of many factors. His formal education, and
a keen, discerning, and inquisitive interest in medieval literature and architecture fueled
his passion for exploration and adventure. His trips and explorations in Britain, France,
and the Middle East prepared him mentally and physically for the even greater
adventures during the war of which he would write so poignantly and eloquently in Seven
Pillars.
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Begun just after the war and written while his memory was still fresh, Seven
Pillars uses the highly descriptive style of the late romantic, fin de siècle tradition that
would be mostly absent in his second memoir. Conversely, in comparison, The Mint,
which displays the more paratactic style of writing in vogue after the war, could have
been written by someone other than the author of Seven Pillars. Lawrence’s purposeful
debasement of his status as a national hero and public icon to the anonymity of the life of
an ordinary enlisted man under an assumed name in the RAF and Tank Corps imbues The
Mint with an unpretentious yet captivating insight into the daily routines and mundane
existence of service life in the barracks. Even so, despite the use of its vernacular style,
an undercurrent of Lawrence’s talent for subtle sophistication of word play is ever
present just beneath its surface.
It is important to note that Lawrence’s autobiographical writing was only a part
of his literary legacy, and noteworthy, too, is his total literary output, which was prolific
over the course of his adult life. For example, he was a respected literary critic and
reviewer, the author of a well-received translation of Homer’s Odyssey, and was a
talented and effective technical writer. 1 Lawrence’s credentials as a writer were not only
validated by contemporary literary notables such as George Bernard Shaw, Thomas
Hardy, Robert Graves, David Garnett, E.M. Forster, et al, but have stood the test of time
since his death in 1935. It should be no surprise, therefore, that his two military memoirs
are viewed not only from the perspective on well-written and engaging stories of military
life and adventure, but as literature worthy of critical acclaim.

For an excellent essay on Lawrence’s technical writing skills see Rodelle Weintraub, “T.E.
Lawrence: Techincal Writer,” The T. E. Lawrence Puzzle, ed. Stephen E. Tabachnick pp. 137-56.
1
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In addition, an important element not to be overlooked concerning Lawrence’s
overall literary career was his ambivalence in accepting the dichotomy of both his
aspirations to be a critically accepted writer and, at the same time, his tendency to
denigrate his literary abilities.2 His antipathy concerning these points, however, did not
deter an overarching desire to write something momentous. Beyond that, his vacillations
concerning his abilities were really part and parcel of a larger and more general
ambiguousness in his nature revealing an almost split personality that has been an
ongoing subject of interest to scholars and writers about Lawrence’s life and career.
Lawrence’s literary journey is an interesting one. Despite the increasing change
toward a modern style of writing in general after the war, his use of epic style in Seven
Pillars was almost pre-ordained for him by his proclivities for romantic adventure.
Conversely, The Mint would later represent a complete shift in his literary approach to a
style that parallels his conscious turning away from the trappings of fame to relative
obscurity. An example of this telling shift in attitude concerning his life is an inscription
written in Greek translating to “Does Not Care,” carved by Lawrence above the entrance
to his cottage at Clouds Hill, which was his home in his final years.
Prior to formalist analyses of the texts of Seven Pillars of Wisdom and The Mint, it
would be conducive to consider Lawrence’s background and the effects that it had on the
styles of the two works. Several factors in the course of his life were important in shaping
his attitudes and predilections that imprinted his personal style on his writing. First, the
societal and cultural milieu in which Lawrence lived, and which is discussed in the
introduction, provides a context for which an understanding of his individual experiences
A detailed discussion of Lawrence’s correspondence and his aspirations as a writer, reviewer,
and literary critic, as well as his concurrent misgivings about his literary talent can be found in Lawrence of
Arabia, Strange Man of Letters Harold Orlans, ed.
2
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and accomplishments can be viewed. Second, and from a personal standpoint, important
factors essential in the forming of his stylistic preferences were his education, literary
proclivities, and military service.
For his formal education, Lawrence went to school just after the turn of the
century in Oxford at the City of Oxford High School and then to Oxford University. This
period of study grounded him in the classics with his literary inclinations gravitating
toward medieval literature. As a youth, his interests in chivalry, Arthurian legend, the
Middle Ages and the Crusades led to his focus on castles and fortresses of that period.
Extensive walking and bicycle tours in England and France, and a trip to the Middle East
in 1909 in which he observed, sketched, and charted the architectural features of ruined
medieval and crusader castles culminated at Oxford with his thesis which was finished in
1910. Subsequent experiences, especially those garnered during his time spent at the
archeological excavation of an ancient Hittite city at Carchemish, Syria, would eventually
serve him well in his duties first in gathering intelligence, and later as a liaison officer
with the British Army operating out of Cairo in the Middle Eastern theater during World
War I. As a consequence of that service he fostered contacts and acquired important
military knowledge which augmented his role as a participant, planner, and leader of the
Arab Revolt of 1916 against the Ottoman Turks on the Arabian Peninsula, a role which
would provide him with the material to write a compelling war narrative. The value that
Lawrence received from an education grounding him in the late romantic, fin de siècle
literary tradition, the experience that he gained in his pre-war and wartime travels in
Arabia, and by extension an attunement to Bedouin culture and language, cannot be
underestimated. Also, the timing of the war was conducive to his literary ambitions,
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providing in the Revolt and his connection with it momentous events and exploits that
were precursors essential for a literary undertaking such as Seven Pillars.
But, as he began writing Seven Pillars in January of 1919, something else was
about to occur. In March of that year, events began that were out of Lawrence’s control
and that would have a major impact on how he was perceived as a public figure. These
events would fuel and intensify an ongoing antithetical conflict within him that would
eventually manifest itself by his escape into the anonymity of the service ranks in the
RAF and the Tank Corps. As John E. Mack relates in his engaging Pulitzer Prize-winning
biography of Lawrence, A Prince of Our Disorder: The Life of T.E. Lawrence, Lowell
Thomas, an American writer and broadcaster, “began his film-and-talk shows about the
war and his meetings with [British Field Marshall Edmund] Allenby and Lawrence
during the desert campaigns, thereby making the shy colonel well known in the United
States before he became famous in Britain” ( 274). These shows, shown first in New
York and then at Covent Garden in London, would elevate Lawrence to the rarified status
of national icon. However, public adulation proved an ill-fitting mantle for Lawrence to
shoulder, and he could not reach a level of comfort with his newfound status, even while
fostering important relationships that would help his literary ambitions:
During this time “Lawrence of Arabia” was created by the public, and for
Lawrence himself a gulf began to grow between his inner self as he felt it to be
and the unfolding legendary figure he was both drawn to and loathed. These were
years in which Lawrence expanded enormously his range of personal
relationships and came to know many of the important public figures, writers and
artists of the Great Britain of his day. (Mack 245)
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The above quotation leads to consideration of an additional factor which was
alluded to previously, and which influenced Lawrence’s difference of styles used in
Seven Pillars and The Mint. Mack, in addition to being a biographer, was a psychiatrist
and professor at Harvard Medical School, and although he was judicious and sensitive in
relating his assessment of some of Lawrence’s alleged psychological issues, he does give
limited professional insight into why Lawrence was conflicted about his fame and literary
ambitions. Lawrence seemed to be caught up in his mind by a continuous struggle
between his need for and enjoyment of his public fame and literary notoriety, and his
frequent self-assessment of not being worthy of the attention afforded him:
Lawrence was eternally engaged in struggles over value and self-worth. As a
child he incorporated into his self-regard the guilt, the burden of sin and the
shared family shame of his illegitimacy, while absorbing at the same time the
merciless expectation of exemplary ethical conduct, which was contained in the
severe familial moral and religious tenets. He sought always to eliminate through
the conduct of his life the gulf between the actual view of himself and his
merciless ideal expectations. This gulf, this internal tension, provided an impetus
for some of Lawrence’s extraordinary strivings, especially his drive to achieve
heroic deeds of a scale and form consistent with the chivalric and epic codes of
his youthful readings. (Mack 455)
Further assessment of Lawrence’s internal conflicts is provided by Orlans:
Most men embody contradictions and inconsistencies, but Lawrence’s were
extraordinary. His diverse selves did not merely bifurcate into recognizable
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opposites (commanding/meek, vain/modest, loquacious/silent, sociable/solitary,
masculine/feminine) but fragmented into apparently disconnected characters. (27)
In dealing with his new found fame Lawrence’s personal conflict about enjoying
his public notoriety and, at the same time, wanting to escape from it was stoked to
maximum effect. He was drawn to the show in London five times, yet while he relished
the appeal of fame, he kept a low profile out of the public eye when he attended. Mack
gives his take on the state of mind in which Lawrence found himself:
The truth seems to be that much as Lawrence was attracted by the glorious image
of himself as “the Uncrowned King of Arabia” that was played on the screen and
embellished by Lowell Thomas, he was also genuinely repulsed by it. He knew
Thomas’s picture of him to be false, not because he had not taken part in acts of
heroism, but because it was a make-believe, commercial glorification. At a deeper
level he felt he deserved a much lower opinion, and the grandiose myth-making
he was witnessing only deepened the inner reproaches of his conscience and
further provoked his self-contempt. I suspect that the conflicts aroused by the
Thomas performances contributed to the despondency and despair that Lawrence
suffered from during the fall and winter of 1919-1920. (276)
In his book T.E. Lawrence, Stephen E. Tabachnick presents a thoughtful and
discerning commentary on how Lawrence viewed his role as hero, as expressed in
chapters ninety-nine and one-hundred in Seven Pillars.3 His reluctance to accept himself
as heroic seems typical of his habit of self-abnegation, but Tabachnick allows for public
acceptance of Lawrence as hero despite Lawrence’s own misgivings:

For an insightful look into the conflicts and eccentricities that shaped Lawrence’s personality,
Tabachnick’s book is an excellent source.
3
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Lawrence’s personal eccentricities have been stressed by biographers and critics
as reasons for his feelings, but in these two chapters he has said things that Crane
and Conrad and Hemingway have also said: He has explained why it is hard to be
a hero in the modern world. When he thinks that “Death in the air would be a
clean escape” (S 545) from the guilt of a man who cannot rationalize his actions,
no matter how heroic they seem to the crowd, he speaks beyond all romantic
poses as someone truly sick of life. If in the end we take away with us the heroic
view of Lawrence as one who succeeded in the face of all difficulties in getting to
Damascus, we do so despite Lawrence’s own view of himself. (46)
Lawrence: Epic and Romance in Seven Pillars
In contrasting the styles that Lawrence used in his two memoirs, one is compelled
to consider initially the epic quality of Seven Pillars. A more detailed consideration of the
epic genre and how it applies to Seven Pillars will be discussed in a following stylistic
analysis, but first, it is helpful to look at Lawrence’s affinity for the epic, the origins of
his attraction to the genre, and his desire to write a great work in the epic style. Through
an ostensible combination of personal interests and fate, he seemed almost destined to
write a heroic saga.
Lawrence’s interest in the epic was fostered in his youth by his affinity for
medieval literature. As Mack points out in his biography of Lawrence, his “devotion to
Sir Thomas Malory and the Arthurian legends, which, like himself, were born in Wales
and developed in France, epitomized his medievalism” (42). Typical of Lawrence’s
preference for medieval epic was his reading of, among other works, the chansons de
geste, which were:
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…poetic, sometimes epic narratives composed by the trouveres of eleventhcentury France to commemorate the deeds of Charlemagne and other legendary
heroes. The Chanson de Roland , an epic, is the most famous. The chansons de
geste set down in verse the heroic values of feudal society. Noble deeds are
performed by knights and barons, whose special qualities and virtues appear in
their early childhood, against less worthy enemies and rivals. Actual historical
events are related, though distorted by legend. Manly virtues of sacrifice, bravery,
and loyalty to the king and country are depicted (Mack, 42).
Lawrence’s early ardor for medieval epic coincided with his forays into youthful
adventures which would later translate into educational, occupational, and military
endeavors:
Lawrence began in early childhood to lead expeditions, to study soldiery and to
read of warfare. At nine and a half he was making his first brass rubbings of
knights in armor, and at fifteen he was reading treatises on techniques of warfare
and military castle building. During the years in which he was an Oxford
undergraduate, he pre-pared himself further for the major acts and events of his
life. He traveled in France, and studied its castles and military architecture. He
became imbued with the military, psychological and philosophical themes of the
Crusades, and above all with the romantic literature of medieval France. This
literature supplied the Crusaders with an ideology that could ennoble, if not the
deeds themselves, at least what motivated them, and could help to rationalize the
excesses of their behavior. These works were the principal literary sustenance of
Lawrence’s youth. (Mack 37-8).
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Interestingly, in writing Seven Pillars, Lawrence accomplished something that is
not customary with epic writing. First, he did not write about the deeds of fictional
heroes, as in a Homeric epic. Instead, he wrote about existing characters who were active
participants in the Arab Revolt, and who were real-life players in a Herculean life and
death struggle for Arab independence. Second, having personally participated in and
influenced events in the conflict, Lawrence wrote his saga as autobiography, but owing to
his self-effacing nature, wrote it in a manner that was not self-aggrandizing. A more indepth look into his characterization of his comrades and himself in Seven Pillars follows
in the discussion on aesthetic analysis.
Lawrence, in writing about the Arab revolt after the war, certainly could have
written Seven Pillars in a different style than which he did. He came back to England
after the war to a new and modern world which had been chastened by the first
industrialized war that had resulted in the mass slaughter of millions, a world without
answers for why the war had been fought in the first place. Technological changes had
and were transforming society at a rapid rate. These and other changes in the post-war
world, especially in the arts, including literature, painting, and the cinema, were bending
perspectives about society previously thought sacrosanct and unchanging. Lawrence’s
romantic roots, however, were unassailable at this point. Even though the world mostly
remembers the Great War from the perspective on the destruction wrought on the
Western Front, the Arab revolt in the Middle East was fought as an older style conflict
with romantic overtones. It is doubtful that Lawrence would or could have written a saga
as compellingly romantic as Seven Pillars had he served on the Western Front.
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Memoirists such as Graves, Siegfried Sassoon, and Edmund Blunden, whose
narratives will be discussed in chapter five, all came from similar backgrounds steeped in
the same literary tradition as Lawrence. However, the styles of their memoirs, even
though written by men for whom writing was an artistic craft in contrast with that of
many other Western Front memoirists, were not raised to the elevated, romantic style in
which Lawrence wrote.4 Samuel Hynes, in his book on military narratives, The Soldiers’
Tale, comments on the differences between the desert campaign and that of the Western
Front, and the uniqueness of Lawrence’s narrative compared with others:
T.E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom is so different from the Western Front
canon that one might easily forget that it came out of the same world war.
Everything about Lawrence’s war was anachronistic: the men, the numbers, the
weapons, the fighting. It was, in its dramatic phases a cavalry war, fought across
open, empty deserts by bands of irregulars mounted on camels, against a modern
army and its lines of communication, fought in a campaign of swift guerilla raids
and deft ambushes, without much help from the powerful new weapons of war—
no heavy artillery, few airplanes, no poison gas. (And, one might add, only one
middle-class witness to make a memorable record of it—Lawrence.) It was
costume-drama war; it was romance. (76)
The late romantic, fin de siècle style Lawrence used would not be misplaced in
Seven Pillars. Hynes captures the essence of the romantic aspect of the Middle Eastern
campaign that was, in tactics and prosecution, antithetical to the way war was fought on
the Western Front:

4
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The romance of war died on the Western Front, or so it seemed. Romance is
adventurous, dashing, and personal, and moves swiftly to its brave
conclusion…This war, it was clear, would be nasty, brutish, and long. But there
were other fields of the Great War, and other kinds of fighting, where a personal
war could still be fought. Narratives from those fields tell their own stories; and
because of them the possibility that war could be romantic survived. (76)
Despite the increasing change in general toward a modern style of writing after
the war, use of the epic style in Seven Pillars was seemingly predetermined for
Lawrence. His formative and early adult years plus his heroic exploits in Arabia during
the war fashioned the romantic mindset he had spent years in cultivating through
education, experience in archeological endeavors, and immersion in an Arab culture
which in its feudal society precluded the acceptance of all things modern. His military
exploits, for which he was renowned as an expert strategist, courageous warrior, and
competent commander, laid the groundwork for and aided in the successful uprising of
the Arabs against their Turkish oppressors.
But the road to the fulfillment of Lawrence’s desire to write something epic was
not always one that was unimpeded. In chapter ninety-nine in Seven Pillars Lawrence, in
ruminating on the disillusionment he experienced after what he felt was a betrayal of the
Arab cause by the British government, questioned his motives of his part in the Revolt,
and consequently questioned his ability to claim ownership of the same heroic mindset
that the Arabs exhibited even in spite of their apparent naivety in the pursuit of their
cause. A soul-searching passage reveals a painful awareness by Lawrence that his
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lifetime desire to participate in something epic was perhaps counterfeit, and that his true
motive was one covered by a pretentious longing to showcase his literary aspirations:
The irony was in my loving objects before life or ideas; the incongruity in my
answering the infectious call of action, which laid weight on the diversity of
things. It was a hard task for me to straddle feeling and action. I had had one
craving all my life — for the power of self-expression in some imaginative form –
but had been too diffuse ever to acquire a technique. At last accident, with
perverted humour, in casting me as a man of action had given me place in the
Arab Revolt, a theme ready and epic to a direct eye and hand, thus offering me an
outlet in literature, the technique-less art. Whereupon I became excited only over
mechanism. The epic mode was alien to me, as to my generation. Memory gave
me no clue to the heroic, so that I could not feel such men as Auda in myself. He
seemed fantastic as the hills of Rumm, old as Mallory. (549)
However, in the face of Lawrence’s predilection to impugn his motives
concerning many aspects of his life, and owing to his nature to efface himself, an
objective observer may genuinely question the sincerity of Lawrence’s apprehensions. He
may have felt, at times, that he was not up to the task of being heroic, but his bravery in
combat and his willingness and ability to lead the Arabs in what must surely have seemed
in some instances an impossible quest attested to his courage and inspirational leadership.
In a way, it seems almost inevitable and cosmically beyond Lawrence’s control that
Seven Pillars was destined to be written. In the end, Lawrence’s unimpeachable
character, combined with events and their timing, prevented the derailment of his
seemingly pre-ordained encounter with and his acceptance of his destiny to participate in
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and write about the epic struggle for Arab independence and his crucial part in its
attainment. Additionally, Lawrence’s literary ambition, and a desire by the post-war
public for almost any reason to cling to anything that could mitigate the awful reality of
the residual malaise that was promulgated by the catastrophe known as the Great War
came together in a perfect storm that created the conditions for the impetus to write one
of the great World War I narratives.
Hynes, in getting to the crux of the reason for the public’s need for something to
counter the mind-numbing stories of impersonal, industrial mass murder relates how
Lawrence’s narrative provides the reader with an up-lifting alternative. War at its essence
is still killing, but as Hynes points out, for right or wrong reasons for which the reader
must judge, it is much more tolerable when there is a clear moral imperative for it, such
as the Arabs’ fight for freedom from Ottoman rule. That clarity of purpose can provide
the setting for an epic struggle:
…Lawrence made that desert sideshow into an epic narrative—the only one to
come out of the war. Like other epics, it is a great adventure story, full of action
and excitement and brave individual deeds, told—as epics usually are—with a
kind of nostalgia for that world of action, the heroic past. One can see how a man
like Lawrence, so modern, so civilized, and so English would feel that nostalgia,
and why we, the later readers of his story, might feel it too. For Seven Pillars
speaks to our desire, our need, perhaps, for one romantic story from the Great
War in which brave men hazard their lives for a good cause and are triumphant;
one field where the heroic age still lived. (79)
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Seven Pillars of Wisdom: An Aesthetic Analysis
Seven Pillars straddles two genres, autobiography and epic. Autobiography was
discussed extensively in the introduction, so the main consideration of genre in this
section will concern a focus on the epic. The epic nature of Seven Pillars, which is
overarching in its scope, is the first of several literary characteristics in the work to be
examined. While not usually used to describe a memoir, the term “epic” is apropos in this
case. The primary literary nomenclature for an epic is that of “A long and formal
narrative poem written in an elevated style that recounts the adventures of a hero of
almost mythic proportions, who often embodies the traits of a nation or people” (Murfin
and Ray, 105). However, the term is not necessarily confined to poetry. The Oxford
English Dictionary recognizes one definition of epic as, “A story, or series of events,
worthy to form the subject of an epic.” Liberties may be taken in consideration of certain
characteristics which describe the genre, without nullifying the epic similitude in
Lawrence’s story. There is a modern proclivity for describing great adventures as
“epic,” an appropriate depiction of Seven Pillars, for there is no doubt that the campaign
to free the Arabs from the grasp of the Ottoman Turks, even considering its limited
implications in the overall context of a world war, was indeed a great adventure for all
the participants, the consequences of which are relevant today.
Several characteristics of the epic certainly apply to Seven Pillars. First, while
not a poem, Seven Pillars has an elevated prose style that is highly descriptive, and has a
rhythmic flow in certain passages that is poetic in its effect. A good example of this is
shown in a passage from chapter forty-eight of Seven Pillars. Lawrence relates a story of
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the Arab army’s march through the desert as a parody of the epic style of the oral
storytelling of one of the Arab tribal leaders, Auda Abu Tayi:
And we marched and we marched, and the land was barren, and we heard
nothing. And on our right hand came a man, a negro, on a donkey. The donkey
was grey, with black ears, and one black foot, and on its shoulder was a brand like
this (a scrabble in the air), and its tail moved and its legs: Auda saw it, and said,
“By God, a donkey.” And Mohammed said, “By the very God, a donkey and a
slave.” And we marched. And there was a ridge, not a great ridge, but a ridge as
great as from here to the what-do-you-call-it ( lil biliyeh el hok ) that is yonder:
and we marched to the ridge and it was barren. That land is barren: barren: barren.
And we marched: and beyond the what-do-you-call-it there was a wherethere-is as far as hereby from thence, and thereafter a ridge: and we came to that
ridge, and went up that ridge: it was barren, all that land was barren: and as we
came up that ridge, and were by the head of that ridge, and came to the end of the
head of that ridge, by God, by my God, by very God, the sun rose upon us. (279)
It is nearly impossible not to notice the poetic devices of alliteration and euphony
in the preceding prose passage, and the rhythmic flow, while not dictated by meter or
rhyme, has an unmistakable poetic quality.5 In its poetic semblance, the passage exhibits
characteristics of the prose poem, a genre generally recognized to have been introduced
by the nineteenth-century French poet Louis Bertrand in his collection of poems entitled

For further insight into Lawrence’s parodic rendition of Auda Abu Tayi’s oral story-telling style
see Terry Reilly’s essay, “T. E. Lawrence: Writing the Military Life from Homer to High Modernism” in
Arms and the Self, Alex Vernon, ed. page 93.
5
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“Gaspard de la Nuit,” inspiring early French modernist and poet Charles Beaudelaire, and
the Symbolist poets he influenced, to further develop and refine the genre.
Another passage from chapter eighty-four, typical of the poetic similitude that is
commonplace throughout Seven Pillars, is an excellent example of Lawrence’s
descriptive ability and deft mastery of figurative language:
At dawn we went forward refreshed: but the weather had turned soft, with a
greyness through which loomed the sad wormwood-covered hills. Upon their
slopes the limestone ribs of this very old earth stood wearily exposed. In their
hollows our difficulties increased with the mud. The misty valleys were sluggish
streams of melting snow; and at last new thick showers of wet flakes began to fall.
We reached the desolate ruins of Odrah in a midday like twilight: a wind was
blowing and dying intermittently, and slow-moving banks of cloud and drizzle
closed us about. (494)
This short paragraph is rife with the use of several figures of speech showcasing
Lawrence’s talent for creating compelling poetic imagery. “In their hollows our
difficulties increased with the mud. The misty valleys were sluggish streams of melting
snow” is striking with its alliteration and sibilance. The use of personification is
conspicuous in the following descriptions from the selection: “sad wormwood-covered
hills,” “the limestone ribs of this very old earth stood…,” “The misty valleys were
sluggish streams…,” “a wind was blowing and dying….” With little imagination one can
picture the image of an old man, bent, without hope or energy, and succumbing to an
inglorious end. And, “midday like twilight” is a simile that emphasizes the dreariness of
the environment. Midday is the brightest part of the day when the sun is at its apex in the
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sky, while twilight is the period of diffused light in the morning or evening that occurs
between day and night. Evening twilight suggests decline, and the entire passage is a
day’s journey from an optimistic beginning (“At dawn we went forward refreshed”) to a
pessimistic and somber end (“slow-moving banks of cloud and drizzle closed us about”).
At the end of the passage one is left with a feeling of gloomy despair. This one short
paragraph supplies an abundance of poetic devices, and while it is an isolated example of
Lawrence’s descriptive skills, it is only one of many that grace Seven Pillars from
beginning to end. Indeed, the reader is regaled almost constantly with imagery that brings
to life the physical surroundings, and the tribulations and successes of Lawrence and his
minions.
In addition to poetic likeness, several other characteristics of epics are represented
connotatively in Seven Pillars:6
(1) “the protagonist is a hero of great stature and significance (whether historical
or mythic) with the two traditional virtues of bravery (fortitudo) and wisdom (sapientia).”
Here Lawrence qualifies on all counts. His stature among the Arabs during the
Revolt was immense, for without their admiration, respect, and confidence in him, he
would not have been able to organize such disparate tribal bands into an effective force to
deal with the Turks. And, although he was not well-known outside of military and
diplomatic circles during the war, by the time Seven Pillars was published his stature as a
war hero and leader known as “Lawrence of Arabia” had risen to mythic proportions in
the eyes of the public. As for the historical significance of his part in the Revolt, the
guerilla war that he planned and led beginning in the Hejaz in the western part of the
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The four characteristics of epics quoted here can be found in The Bedford Glossary of Critical
and Literary Terms, Ross Murphin and Supryia M. Ray. page 106.
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Arabian Peninsula which culminated in the capture of Damascus, along with the tactical
and strategic support lent by the Arabs under Lawrence’s command to Allenby’s forces,
were critical parts of the total victory won in the Palestine Campaign. Also historically
significant is the fact that, even though Lawrence was unable to deliver on his promise to
the Arabs of their autonomy and the end of colonial rule in Arabia after the war, his
efforts at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 helped to reset the map of the Middle East,
the ramifications of which are notable today.
Regarding bravery and wisdom, Lawrence was not only prepared to lead, but did
so unhesitatingly and with enthusiasm:
By the onset of World War I Lawrence had equipped himself for any task that
would test his powers. In the Arab Revolt he found a challenge matched to his
capabilities and was able to combine the heroic fantasies of his youth with the
historical exigencies and opportunities of the British War effort. He did indeed
lead the Arabs “madly” to the final victory in Syria…(Mack 454)
And, the following excerpt from a transcript of a BBC broadcast made after
Lawrence’s death by Colonel Pierce Joyce, one of Lawrence’s superiors, illustrates his
verve for adventure and the respect he commanded from the Arabs, who honored bravery
in battle:
His individual bravery and endurance captured their imagination. Initial
successes made “Orance,” as the Arabs called him, a byword in the desert and
there was always competition among the sheiks to ride with him on a foray. Like
the rest of us he had many disappointments, but nothing could shake his
determination to win through, or his restless energy in initiating alternative plans

61

when things went wrong…Lawrence and I used to do many desert trips on
reconnaissance work, in the famous Rolls Royce Tender [armored car] which he
christened “The Blue Mist.” The desert leagues became furlongs. …Lawrence
invariably sat beside the driver indicating the direction with his hand and with an
open throttle we tore across sand dunes and ridges under his almost uncanny
guidance …
It was during these desert trips [sic] that I first realized Lawrence’s joy in
motion and craze for speed. (qtd. in Mack 201-02)
Much was achieved through his wisdom in choosing the right people among the
Arab tribes to install into leadership positions, which was necessary to encourage the
unity of purpose and common cause that was vital to the success of the campaign.
Lawrence’s ability to discern the best courses of action and his ability to get others to
accept ownership of his ideas and visions for success was a talent he used
advantageously. Another excerpt from the BBC broadcast illustrates his ability to
coordinate and motivate disparate groups for common gain:
He merely studied the men around him and when the arguments ended as they
usually did, in smoke, he then dictated his plan of action which was usually
adopted and everyone went away satisfied. It was not, as is often supposed, by his
individual leadership of hordes of Bedouins that he achieved success in his daring
ventures, but by the wise selection of tribal leaders and by providing the essential
grist to the mill in the shape of golden rewards for work well done. (qtd. in Mack
201) 7

Read the full quotation of Colonel Pierce Joyce from “unpublished transcripts of two BBC
broadcasts” on pages 201-02 and its source in note 7 in Mack’s Prince of Our Disorder.
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(2) “The setting is on a grand and vast scale, often encompassing the known
world at the time of the epic’s composition.”
It is hard to imagine a grander scale than the totality of geographic theaters in
which World War I was fought. The Western Front in Europe which, although it was
contained to a relatively narrow width between the trenches, totaled approximately four
hundred miles in length. In addition, there were “sideshows” occurring on the Eastern
Front and in Africa. In the Middle East in Palestine, Mesopotamia, and Syria the
Ottomans, with German support, were trying to hang on to a crumbling empire. Besides
land battles, there were naval actions in the North and Baltic seas, the English Channel,
and the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, as well as other waters. The recently invented
airplane got its baptism as a machine of war with its use for reconnaissance, strafing and
long-range bombing of enemy targets.8 These “sideshows,” in some instances covered
vast areas ranging from a few hundred to thousands of miles. In many instances, with the
ability to kill at long range with artillery, air power, long-range naval guns and
submarines, the victims of the war never saw the men who killed them. The guerilla war
fought by Lawrence and the Arabs against the Turks was different. Even though the Arab
force had to be highly mobile and moved over large areas of land, the fighting, when it
occurred, was by necessity at close quarters. This type of war, on camel and horseback
fought at close range, was a throwback to the romantic types of wars of the past, and
unlike modern, impersonal war.
The final two epic characteristics of Seven Pillars to be discussed may be
combined to augment and enhance examples of Lawrence’s description of characters
8
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whose larger than life personalities and exploits warrant their elevation to the rarified
status of heroic and iconic paragons of bravery and leadership:
(3) “The action requires noble, fantastic, and even superhuman actions, and (4)
the entire epic is written in an elevated style designed to complement and heighten the
already mythic proportion of the characters and their actions.”
Seven Pillars is profuse in its depictions of noble characters engaged in a
seemingly other-world quest for freedom from a centuries old oppression of the Bedouin
tribes of Arabia by the Ottoman Turks. Just the act of bringing together and coordinating
such a disparate group of peoples, some of whom engaged in the killing of each other
because of blood feuds, jealousies, and will for power, was in itself a monumental task
for Lawrence or anyone else to have accomplished. Although their were many
characters, both Arab and British, with key roles in the planning and prosecution of the
Revolt, there were several who stood above the rest in leadership ability, example, and
dedication in the quest for Arab independence. There is no want of characters in Seven
Pillars who fit the characteristic of “noble.” Even the traits of “fantastic” and
“superhuman” can be applied in some instances, if one is willing to suspend temporarily
the need to be bound by literal definitions, and can accept Lawrence’s characterizations
of principal figures as people behaving in extraordinary ways due to extraordinary
circumstances. Two excellent examples, among many which could be used, of characters
in Seven Pillars with noble qualities are Emir Feisal, son of Hussein ibn Ali, Sherif of
Mecca, and the leader of the Revolt, and Auda Abu Tayi the leader of the Eastern
Howeitat tribe of Bedouins, whose recruitment to the Revolt was critical for victory.
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And, Lawrence’s talent for description is on full display. He certainly writes in an
“elevated” style in describing Feisal and Auda.
In describing his own favorable impression upon meeting Feisal for the first time,
and in relating his conviction that he had met the man who could best lead the Revolt,
Lawrence speaks of the almost regal quality that Feisal exudes:
I felt at first glance that this was the man I had come to Arabia to seek — the
leader who would bring the Arab Revolt to full glory. Feisal looked very tall and
pillar-like, very slender, in his long white silk robes and his brown head-cloth,
bound with a brilliant scarlet and gold cord. His eyelids were dropped; and his
black beard and colourless face were like a mask against the strange, still
watchfulness of his body. His hands were crossed in front of him on his dagger.
(91).
As the passage continues, Lawrence conveys the strong influence that Feisal exerts over
those around him. Feisal exudes the aura of a commander in total control, while, at the
same time, he displays an air of humility so often found in the mien of a respected leader:
I greeted him. He made way for me into the room, and sat down on his carpet
near the door. As my eyes grew accustomed to the shade, they saw that the little
room held many silent figures, looking at me or at Feisal steadily. He remained
staring down at his hands, which were twisting slowly about his dagger. At last he
inquired softly how I had found the journey. I spoke of the heat, and he asked how
long from Rabegh, commenting that I had ridden fast for the season.
‘And do you like our place here in Wadi Safra?’
‘Well, but it is far from Damascus.’

65

The word had fallen like a sword in their midst. There was a quiver. Then
everybody present stiffened where he sat, and held his breath for a silent minute.
Some, perhaps, were dreaming of far off success; others may have thought it a
reflection on their late defeat. Feisal at length lifted his eyes, smiling at me, and
said, ‘Praise be to God, there are Turks nearer us than that’. We all smiled with
him; and I rose and excused myself for the moment. (91)
Lawrence, a respected leader himself, is appreciative of Feisal’s leadership qualities. His
depiction of the Arab leader’s governing style in the opening paragraph of chapter
nineteen is almost reverential:
We stayed here two days, most of which I spent in Feisal’s company, and so
got a deeper experience of his method of command, at an interesting season when
the morale of his men was suffering heavily from the scare reports brought in, and
from the defection of the Northern Harb. Feisal, fighting to make up their lost
spirits, did it most surely by lending of his own to everyone within reach. He was
accessible to all who stood outside his tent and waited for notice; and he never cut
short petitions, even when men came in chorus with their grief in a song of many
verses, and sang them around us in the dark. He listened always, and, if he did not
settle the case himself, called Sharraf or Faiz to arrange it for him. This extreme
patience was a further lesson to me of what native headship in Arabia meant.
(122)
In his portrayal of Auda, Lawrence presents an entirely different figure than that
of the contemplative, even-tempered, and diplomatic Feisal. While both men are noble
and brave figures, and both enjoy the admiration and devotion of their followers, Auda is
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juxtaposed as warrior to Feisal’s conciliator. In reading Lawrence’s description of Auda,
one is struck with the uncanny likeness of him to the ultimate Homeric warrior, Achilles,
not surprising in light of Lawrence’s affinity for the epic. Lawrence is effusive in his
praise and veneration of Auda’s capacity and ability as a leader and fearless combatant.
There is a palpable sense of awe in Lawrence’s representation of this Bedouin warrior’s
imposing physical appearance and exploits in combat. His account of the meeting with
Feisal in which Auda gives his support to the Revolt before an important victory at
Akaba, is telling of Lawrence’s admiration of Homer’s descriptive style in relating
physical appearance and battle exploits of characters in larger-than-life terms. Lawrence
begins with Auda’s appearance:
Auda was very simply dressed, northern fashion, in white cotton with a red
Mosul head-cloth. He might be over fifty, and his black hair was streaked with
white; but he was still strong and straight, loosely built, spare and as active as a
much younger man. His face was magnificent in its lines and hollows. On it was
written how truly the death in battle of Annad, his favourite son, cast sorrow over
all his life when it ended his dream of handing on to future generations the
greatness of the name Abu Tayi. He had large eloquent eyes, like black velvet in
richness. His forehead was low and broad, his nose very high and sharp,
powerfully hooked: his mouth rather large and mobile: his beard and moustaches
had been trimmed to a point in Howeitat style, with the lower jaw shaven
underneath. (222)
Lawrence transitions his description from Auda as the dignified leader to the
indomitable warrior, and, again, an Achilles-like comparison is apropos in relating his
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relationship with his men, much like the relationship Achilles had with his personal army,
the Myrmidons:
Centuries ago the Howeitat came from Hejaz, and their nomad clans prided
themselves on being true Bedu. Auda was their master type. His hospitality was
sweeping; except to very hungry souls, inconvenient. His generosity kept him
always poor, despite the profits of a hundred raids. He had married twenty-eight
times, had been wounded thirteen times; whilst the battles he provoked had seen
all his tribesmen hurt and most of his relations killed. He himself had slain
seventy-five men, Arabs, with his own hand in battle: and never a man except in
battle. Of the number of dead Turks he could give no account: they did not enter
the register. His Toweiha under him had become the first fighters of the desert,
with a tradition of desperate courage, a sense of superiority which never left them
while there was life and work to do: but which had reduced them from twelve
hundred men to less than five hundred, in thirty years, as the standard of nomadic
fighting rose. (222-23)
In continuing his effusive portrayal of Auda, one can reasonably conflate
Lawrence’s description of the tribal leader with Homer’s representation of his Greek
hero. Auda’s traits as presented by Lawrence could easily be read as those of the
temperamental Achilles:
His patience in action was extreme: and he received and ignored advice, criticism,
or abuse, with a smile as constant as it was very charming. If he got angry his face
worked uncontrollably, and he burst into a fit of shaking passion, only to be
assuaged after he had killed: at such times he was a wild beast, and men escaped

68

his presence. Nothing on earth would make him change his mind or obey an order
to do the least thing he disapproved; and he took no heed of men’s feelings when
his face was set.
He saw life as a saga. All the events in it were significant: all personages in
contact with him heroic. (223)
The above examples are just a few of the many that help make Seven Pillars not
only a compelling war memoir, but give it a quality of epic proportion. E. M. Forster, in
his still instructive compilation of lectures entitled Aspects of the Novel, states, “ ‘Yes—
oh, dear, yes—the novel tells a story.’ … That is the fundamental aspect without which it
could not exist. That is the highest factor common to all novels…” (45). While Seven
Pillars is certainly not a novel, it does tell a vivid and compelling story of adventure,
intrigue, and bravery, all of which are traits of some of the best and most widely read
novels. It is a story which captures the imagination while relating historically significant
accounts of the campaign to help the Arabs gain independence from centuries-old
Turkish rule. And, in his rich description of the characters and events, Lawrence raises
Seven Pillars to the heights of epic similitude, while offering one of the very best Great
War narratives.
From Late Romantic to Modern in The Mint
In 1922, T. E. Lawrence acted upon a desire that had intrigued him since 1917
and that formulated into a concrete plan in 1919. In joining the recently formed RAF
under the assumed name of John Hume Ross, Lawrence dropped from public sight and
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the prestige of the officer corps and the spotlight afforded a national icon to the
anonymity of the service ranks. 9
What prompted Lawrence to escape from public life shortly after his service in
Arabia? It is a question that will perhaps never be answered with certainty. In the same
vein, it will probably never be known what induced this very private man to write one of
the most eloquently written as well as historically and literarily significant memoirs to
emerge from the Great War, which exposed, in many cases, his innermost thoughts and
motivations. At best, it is only possible to piece together a montage of disparate pieces of
information derived from Lawrence’s musings in some of his literary works, in addition
to letters and notes in correspondences with friends and acquaintances, and from clues
given by people with whom he was comfortable on occasion to share some of his private
thoughts.
As stated previously, Lawrence struggled with a dichotomous dilemma of
wanting validation as a writer with a noteworthy literary talent, while at the same time
desiring that his life remain private. John Mack, in his biography of Lawrence gives
perhaps as good an insight as can be found into Lawrence’s mental process concerning
his struggles with his public persona and his private life:
It was a fundamental aspect of Lawrence’s psychology — or, more accurately,
of the elements of his psyche that he brought to bear in dealing with troubling
experiences — to bring the public into his personal struggles, to make (even
though with reluctance) private suffering a matter of public record. He was aware,
of course, of the introspective quality of Seven Pillars of Wisdom, and his

A comprehensive review of Lawrence’s life in the ranks is given in Mack’s biography in “Part
V: The Years in the Ranks, 1922-1935.”
9
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reluctance to bring it to public attention is related more to its self-revelations, its
links to his personal conflicts, than to such practical reasons as passages that are
critical of other people. The Mint and many of Lawrence’s letters similarly reveal
his continuing struggle to overcome the destructive experience of the war, whose
persisting effects he sought to surmount through creative writing. His writings are
filled with the swings of self-esteem from heights of egoism and confidence to
depths of despair and self-contempt, and with other paradoxes of feelings,
contradictions of attitudes, and contrasts of emotion that are the characteristic
substance of inner conflict. The wish to make himself known stands for Lawrence
alongside the desire to hide or deceive; unusual candor and factual honesty exist
side by side with secrecy and distortion: and a desire to evoke sympathy appears
to war with unusual stoicism. (228)
Whatever Lawrence’s reasons for escaping into the anonymity of the barracks, he was
determined to press on with life in the ranks. And, although he certainly had second
thoughts about his enlistment while going through the physical and mental demands of
basic training, Lawrence accepted his new endeavor with full commitment. In
consideration of that, The Mint gives the reader an insight into several aspects of
Lawrence’s personality which he does not allow to be seen in the lofty style of Seven
Pillars. In his first memoir, Lawrence teases the reader with glimpses of the inner
machinations which make him the complex and relatively unknowable enigmatic hero. In
The Mint, he allows vignettes of his personality to show through in a prose style that
allows the reader to see him as more of a peer than the lionized war hero and public icon
deified in post-war lore. And, too, there are important differences in Lawrence’s
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approach to writing these memoirs. As stated previously, Lawrence was educated in and
influenced by the late romantic, fin de siècle literary tradition, the style of which is
showcased impressively in the highly descriptive and epic Seven Pillars of Wisdom. This
did not, however, preclude him from changing his literary course and adapting his style to
the changing times. Post-war literature for the most part reflected the faster-paced,
technology-fueled race into a future that was exciting in its prospects of innovation in
almost all areas of modern life, and, at the same time, was frightening in its inability to
soothe the angst caused by the war.10 The paratactic and running style of much, but
certainly not all, of post-war literature was indicative of the modern mindset that had
started before the war, but was accelerated during the war and afterward.
Two influences on Lawrence’s style which are apparent in The Mint, are his
fondness for technology, and the evident affinity he has for the comradeship required in
order to survive and thrive in the close quarters of barracks life. His fascination with
speed is first noticed, as illustrated in a previous section, with his use of armored cars in
the Arabian campaign.11 After the war, during his service in the RAF under the name of
T.E. Shaw, Lawrence was intimately involved in the development of the RAF 200 power
boat, which was used as a tender for flying boats. In addition to his hands-on work, he
also wrote technical manuals used for servicing them. 12
His greatest love for speed, however, was reserved for his fondness for
motorcycles. Lawrence describes in a passage in The Mint the transcendent feeling that
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Two books that give excellent insight into the changes in culture and the arts from pre-war to
post-war society are The Culture of Time and Space 1880-1918 by Stephen Kern and Rites of Spring: The
Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age by Modris Eksteins.
11

Please refer to the previous quotation by Colonel Pierce Joyce on pages 61-2 of this dissertation.

12

See note 1 on page 44 of this dissertation.
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he experienced when riding at the limits of his machine’s capabilities. One late afternoon
as he was riding to London, a fighter pilot flying overhead spotted him and challenged
him to a race. Lawrence, in relating the experience, shows his still excellent descriptive
capabilities, but with a more vernacular style than he used in Seven Pillars. Notice his use
of personification in the glowing description of his machine’s performance:
Once we so fled across the evening light, with the yellow sun on my left,
when a huge shadow roared just overhead. A Bristol fighter, from Whitewash
Villas, our neighbor aerodrome, was banking sharply round. I checked speed an
instant to wave: and the slip-stream of my impetus snapped my arm and elbow
astern, like a raised flail. The pilot pointed down the road towards Lincoln. I sat
hard in the saddle, folded back my ears and went away after him, like a dog after
a hare. Quickly we drew abreast, as the impulse of his dive to my level exhausted
itself.
The next mile of road was rough. I braced my feet into the rests, thrust with
my arms, and clenched my knees on the tank till its rubber grips goggled under
my thighs. Over the first pothole Boanerges screamed in surprise, its mud-guard
bottoming with a yawp upon the tyre. Through the plunges of the next ten seconds
I clung on, wedging my gloved hand in the throttled lever so that no bump should
close it and spoil our speed. Then the bicycle wrenched sideways into three long
ruts: it swayed dizzily, wagging its tail for thirty awful yards. Out came the
clutch, the engine raced freely: Boa checked and straightened his head with a
shake, as a Brough should.
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The bad ground was passed and on the new road our flight became birdlike.
My head was blown out with air so that my ears had failed and we seemed to
whirl soundlessly through the sun-gilt stubble fields. I dared, on a rise to slow
imperceptibly and glance sideways into the sky. There the Bif was, two hundred
yards and more back. Play with the fellow? Why not? I slowed to ninety: signaled
with my hand for him to overtake. Slowed ten more: sat up. Over he rattled. His
passenger, a helmeted and goggled grin, hung out of the cock-pit to pass me the
‘Up yer’ Raf randy greeting. (242-3)
Lawrence gushes with feelings of the sensual delight that he feels when riding at
high speeds. The obvious oneness that he experiences is again emphasized in the
personifying description of his machine:
… Boa and I took the Newark road for the last hour of daylight. He ambles at
forty-five and when roaring his utmost, surpasses the hundred. A skittish motorbike with a touch of blood in it is better than all the riding animals on earth,
because of its logical extension of our faculties, and the hint, the provocation, to
excess conferred by its honeyed untiring smoothness. Because Boa loves me, he
gives me five more miles of speed than a stranger would get from him.(244-5)
Lawrence’s love affair with speed did not end with the finish of his military
career. It continued until his death in 1935, which, tragically, was the result of an
accident on his motorcycle, caused by his running off the road trying to avoid hitting two
boys on bicycles. Lawrence was thrown over the handlebars and remained in a coma until
his death a few days later.
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Concerning comradeship, there are many instances in The Mint of Lawrence’s
showing respect for the sodality inherent in the barracks life style. Indeed, he seems to
revel in his appreciation of and desire for comradeship with his fellow airmen, something
which was not afforded him in his role as a leader of the Arab Revolt. These sentiments
of fraternal connection are scattered throughout The Mint, and seem to lift Lawrence’s
spirits not only in the immediate environment of the barracks, but serve almost as a
panacea for the isolation he had self-imposed for most of his life. The intimate contact
necessitated by the close quartering of recruits in a boot camp environment, and the day
to day contact with fellow airmen in the workplace following basic training gave
Lawrence a perspective on military life much different than the one he had experienced
previously. This experience certainly influenced the style with which Lawrence relates
his story about barracks life. The vernacular style of The Mint, which Lawrence uses
eloquently to relate his appreciation and enjoyment of being in the company of fellow
enlistees, is perfectly suited for the purpose.
So many men in such close proximity cannot possibly get along without some
accommodation and cooperation. The fostering of an “all for one, and one for all”
mentality is almost necessary for survival, especially in light of disparate personalities
and the somewhat adversarial relationship that can develop between enlisted men, and
non-commissioned and commissioned officers. Comradeship becomes a balm by which
life in the ranks is helped to become tolerable. Even though Lawrence’s natural instinct
was to shun intimate contact, he came to grips with his adversity over time, and
recognized that he could thrive in a symbiotic relationship with others. Early on in his
career in the ranks, however, one can see both a paternalistic as well as fraternalistic
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attitude toward his fellows in the barracks. The following passage is typical of
Lawrence’s dichotomist tendencies:
For I have learned solidarity with them here. Not that we are very alike or will
be. I joined in the high hope of sharing their tastes and manners and life: but my
nature persists in seeing all things in the mirror of itself, and not with a direct eye.
So I shall never be quite happy, with the happiness of these fellows who find their
nectar of life, and its elixir, in the deep stirring of some seminal gland. It seems I
can get nearest it by proxy, by using my powers…to help them preserve their
happiness against the Commandants and Poultons of this world. (195)
In the end Lawrence comes to grips with the feelings of enjoyment and
contentment found in the company of those with a common purpose. Stephen
Tabachnick, in T.E. Lawrence, nicely relates the culmination of Lawrence’s
metamorphosis:
As in Seven Pillars, Lawrence characteristically divides his mind into several
parts. But there is something new here: his glimpse of the possibility of an almost
mystical unity beyond all the parts. For the first time since the brief moments of
the mindless action recorded in Seven Pillars, Lawrence relates that he has the
chance, however temporary, to feel at one with nature, others, and himself. (126)
These sentiments are shown by Lawrence near the end of The Mint where he
seems to have given his feelings over to the realization that the psychological refuge he
has constructed throughout his life, can be breeched without having to face the fear that
intimacy with others posed for him previously. In fact, one gets the sense of the opposite
in a passage at the end of The Mint:
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We were utterly too content to speak, drugged with an absorption fathoms
deeper than physical contentment. Just we lay there spread-eagled in a mesh of
bodies, pillowed on one another and sighing in happy excess of relaxation. The
sunlight poured from the sky and melted into our tissues. From the turf below our
moist backs there came up a sister heat which joined us to it. Our bones dissolved
to become a part of this underlying indulgent earth, whose mysterious pulse
throbbed in every tremor of our bodies. (249)
Lawrence nicely makes the transition from a late romantic, fin-de-siècle mindset
exhibited in the style of Seven Pillars to a post-war trend of writing in the vernacular in
The Mint, while still retaining a subtle tendency to showcase his talent for description,
beyond the increasing tendency of writers at the time to shun previous convention.
The Mint: An Aesthetic Analysis
The Mint represents a departure in style from Seven Pillars of Wisdom, but first
there are some similarities between the two to be considered. The two works, after all, are
written by the same author whose proclivity for description, so well displayed in Seven
Pillars is not entirely forsaken in The Mint. While it is true that The Mint is written in a
more vernacular style, and much of the dialogue is “barracks talk,” there are instances
where Lawrence gives in to his penchant for the well-written phrase. A good example of
one of these vignettes is his account of the camp ground and surrounding countryside
while on sentry one evening:
Gradually, as the mist thickened, the moon seemed to wane. Its rays struck
upon the cliff of the trees which bordered the far side of the road, rendering it
more cliff-like, by flattening the planes of its height. The mist was yet dry, so that
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the light became dusty, and the trees were powdered grey with it. Grey trees, tied
about their roots with a grey ribbon-wall of dry oolite slabs, well-fitted: and,
shining through the copse (it not being thick enough to leaf over every chink)
glowed the watch lamps of the power station, like beasts’ eyes: while the
transformer which alone works at night, whined low or loud as it spun round.
(228)
This particular passage is reminiscent of the style of prose that we saw in a
previous section above concerning Seven Pillars.13 Lawrence deftly uses several figures
of speech in painting his imagery. There is some alliteration that is obvious: “Gradually,
as the mist thickened, “the trees were powdered grey with it,” “Grey trees, tied about
their roots with a grey ribbon-wall,” and “glowed the watch lamps.” In the same vein,
Lawrence uses parachesis in repetition of the same word in close succession: “…the trees
were powdered grey with it. Grey trees, tied about their roots with a grey ribbon wall of
dry oolite slabs….” And, in the last sentence of the paragraph he uses metaphor: “glowed
the watch lamps of the power station, like beasts’ eyes.”
Concerning the overall structure of the two works, Seven Pillars, at first glance,
would seem to be written entirely in a hypotactic style, because of the elaborate
description, but a closer inspection reveals that Seven Pillars is actually more paratactic.
To be sure, there are instances in Seven Pillars where complex sentences with
subordinate clauses are used, which is the benchmark of hypotaxis. But there is also a
plethora of complete sentences hooked together by conjunction. And, whereas, it is often
the case that sentences are written in the periodic style when hypotaxis is used, it is
certainly not always the case. The reader does not often have to wait to the end of
13

See pages 59-60 above.
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sentences in Seven Pillars to achieve grammatical conclusion as one must in reading
sentences using periodic style. There are certainly instances where this is true in Seven
Pillars, but by and large, Lawrence does not use as much hypotaxis or the periodic style
as one might think in such an epic work. It is Lawrence’s excellent vocabulary, his talent
as a wordsmith, and his soaring epic storytelling that draw the reader into what seems on
the surface as a much more complex style in Seven Pillars.
To be sure, Lawrence’s liberal use of modifiers in Seven Pillars is toned down
considerably in The Mint. It is well to remember that The Mint is a compilation of events
described in notes from the time that Lawrence joined the RAF, and were transcribed into
a whole and published after Lawrence’s death. Also, Lawrence’s intimate contact with
recruits who communicated in street slang and simple sentences dictated the use of a
bare-boned and, in many cases, crude accounting of barracks life.
If one were to take an example out of The Mint, not knowing the author, probably
no one familiar with Seven Pillars would ascribe the following passage to Lawrence:
The rear flank deflated appreciatively, tired sounding, like the wind in wet
trees. The Sergeant stared: then whispered to himself, ‘Jesus fucking Christ.’ At
that Sailor let out a high, sudden, singing laugh. ‘Flight — Attention,’ Poulton
yelled, and the drill went forward gingerly. ‘My Christ,’ exulted James, thumping
my back later, in the hut’s safety, ‘the silly twat didn’t know if his arse-hole was
bored, punched, drilled or countersunk. (142)
Unlike with Seven Pillars, there is no mistaking the paratactic structure and
running sentence style in The Mint. Except for two sentences in the paragraph quoted
below, and those sentences are written in running style, as well, we see the staccato,
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clipped, simple sentences that one might find in a Hemingway work, which is the classic
example of paratactic and running styles:
We felt like murder. Was the show ever going to end? We had done nine
hours of it already. I could feel the reality of my own aches: if the others were as
bad, then we were a sorry crew. Only I dared not, with my pound-note accent, fall
down and fail in a job. They’d have taken for granted I was too soft for man’s
work. So I lifted the great fork and tried to pick up the stringy dirt. At last it was
all in. The lorry moved over to the garden, where there was a manure heap:
painfully we added our share to the pile. This did end the fatigue. ‘You can ride
back,’ offered the corporal. Boyne and I jumped out. Not for us one voluntary
minute of the uncleanly stench which had poisoned us all day. (82-3)
We see in Lawrence’s writing the result of his diverse and changing personalities.
Time has elevated Seven Pillars to epic status and made it a masterpiece. It represents a
culminating achievement for Lawrence. But, after 1922, when Seven Pillars was
completed, we see a totally different man than the one who achieved lasting fame as
Lawrence of Arabia. The Mint, detailing his life in the ranks, in many ways is just as
compelling a memoir as Seven Pillars. Even so, Lawrence gives us a wink with The Mint.
He shows us that the pretention that he exhibited as Lawrence of Arabia was in many
ways a disguise covering the need for him to expose his true self in the ranks. Whether or
not he succeeded will continue to be debated for a long time.
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Chapter 3
Knights of the Air
At the beginning of the Great War in 1914, heavier than air flying machines had
only been invented eleven years before by the Wright brothers. The only use of the air
when the war started was in using observation balloons, which were not very effective
and could, for the most part, be exploded or brought down with ground fire. Fixed wing
aircraft were used for observation of troop movements and artillery spotting, and could
also be shot down with ground fire, so the pilots were not completely safe. It was not
until after the war was well underway that pilots carried pistols and rifles and shot at each
other. Samuel Hynes, himself a World War II Marine fighter pilot, tells in his book when
the air war became something formidable. He says that, “The serious war in the air – the
one we know from books and films began in 1915, when first the Germans and then the
Allies equipped their planes with machine guns that could fire forward through the
propeller without hitting the blades” (85). Doing that, he says, “made the entire plane a
weapon to be aimed at its target, and made mortal single combat in the air possible. Once
that happened, a new romantic figure appeared – the fighter ace – and the war, which had
been so anonymous and indiscriminate in its killing, had its truly modern heroes” (85).
Dog fighting almost became a sporting venture and brought a romantic type of fighting
back that had chivalrous aspects to it, with pilots on opposite sides having honorable
regard for each other.
As Eksteins informs us:
As the rituals of an old world surrounded the achievement of the new, the mood
was one of melancholy and regret, accompanied by a tremulous and anxious
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excitement. Flight has always possessed an enormous symbolism for man; during
the war that symbolism was heightened. The air ace was the object of limitless
envy among infantry, mired in mud and seeming helplessness. Soldiers looked up
from their trenches and saw in the air a purity of combat that the ground war had
lost. (265)
In the spirit of the chivalry of old, “The ‘knights of the sky’ were engaged in a
conflict in which individual effort still counted, romantic notions of honor, glory,
heroism, and chivalry were still intact”1 (265). This was not like the vicious fighting on
the ground. This was not crouching in a trench unable to move because of the ubiquitous
deafening roar and paralyzing trauma of trying to survive an artillery barrage. It was a
type of war where one could maintain values, “values that lay at the foundation of
civilization and that the war on the ground appeared to be negating. The most significant
technological achievement of the modern world was thus also seen as a means of
affirming traditional values” (265). And, Hynes backs up Ekstein’s assessment in saying
that, “no soldier in the trenches was a hero in the way they were, or ever had such
glamour” (85). He notes, “in the First World War aces were like chivalric knights: when
they were victorious kings and generals sent congratulations and invited them to tea;
when they were killed, their opponents provided military funerals or flew over the dead
pilots’ airfields and dropped flowers” (87).
Hynes was quick to point out that the air war was not decisive to the war in and of
itself, “yet it is important to the story of the war; it made war for the first time three
dimensional, and it added a vast new battlefield where the romance that earth-bound war
had lost would still be possible” (92).
1

For an excellent read on chivalry and its history and traditions, see Keen’s book.
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In this chapter we highlight the memoirs of two pilots, one a dog fighting combat
pilot flying single-seat planes referred to as “scouts,” and the other a bomber pilot flying
on long range night bombing missions. Cecil Lewis and Robert Henry Reese were both
engaged in some of the most stressful types of flying experienced over Europe during the
war.
Cecil Lewis
Cecil Lewis lied about his age in order to join the Royal Flying corps in 1915.
After signing on, he went to the Western Front after only thirteen hours actual flying
time. He learned his flying skills on the run, and survived the war to write his compelling
narrative Sagittarius Rising some twenty years later in 1936. Extremely literate, Lewis
became one of the four men who founded the British Broadcasting Network (BBC), and
lived to the age of ninety-eight. His book is a compelling mixture of emotions and
ideology. On the one hand he was enthralled with the thrill of flying, and yet, on the other
hand he had scathing comments about the futility and cruelty of war. This dichotomy of
feelings is one of the reasons his book is so stimulating to read.
Lewis was not reticent in talking about the enthusiasm he felt for flying. When he
first started flying he recollected that, “In those days I lived for the air. There was nothing
in life to compare with taking a machine off the ground, wheeling away into the sky,
trying turns, spirals, dives, stalls, gliding, zooming, doing all the stunts a pilot needs to
give him confidence and nerve in a tight corner. So far I had been content if I could get
off and down again without smashing anything” (25-6). And, he gives us another
description of the joy of flying and the use of what was certainly then a technological
wonder:
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The wing-tips of the plane, ten feet away, suddenly caught my eye, and for a
second the amazing adventure of flight overwhelmed me. Nothing between me
and oblivion but a pair of light linen-covered wings and the roar of a 200-hp
engine! There was the fabric, bellying slightly in the suction above the plane, the
streamlined wires, taut and quivering, holding the wing structure together, the
three-ply body, the array of instruments, and the slight tremor of the whole
aeroplane. It was a triumph of human intelligence and skill – almost a miracle. I
felt a desire to touch these things, to convince myself of their reality. On the
ground they seemed strong and actual enough, but here, suspended on an apparent
nothing, it was hard to believe that flying was not a fantastic dream out of which I
would presently awake. (126)
For Lewis, along with the joy of flying came the romance of flying in combat
over the Western Front, which on the ground was totally devoid of any romance.
Standing on a tarmac and watching a squadron of pilots climb into the air in their planes
and take off for battle, perhaps not to return, Lewis is pensive about their chances. Even
after twenty years, as he was writing his narrative, the scene was still vivid in his mind,
and carried him back to that time when he could “see them as they came hurtling up, their
goggled pilots and observers leaning down to wave a last farewell before they passed in a
deafening flash of speed and smoke fifty feet overhead” (20). And, in a metaphorical
allusion to music to intensify the description of the sight he says, “One by one they came
up as if saluting us – drum roll crescendo, cymbal crash, rapid diminuendo. One by one
they disappeared behind the sheds” (20). In another implication to the romance of flying
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in combat tinged with acknowledgement of the seriousness of war, he continues with the
scene, calling it,
a prelude to action in that noble and tragic adventure of the world’s youth; the
first visible instance of collective farewell; the first realization of a grim purpose
behind that casual and carefree life. It caught at my heart then, as a stage show
catches its audience, which weeps, almost with pleasure, at the tragedy of others;
which shares, at a remove, an agony it need not undergo. I was an onlooker that
day; they were a symbol of the time: young men who rose up, passed with a cry
and a gesture, and were gone. When my turn came I did not feel it so. (20)
Over and over throughout his narrative, Lewis regales us with soaring description
after description of the romantic and chivalric allusions to combat flying. But
refreshingly, he does it not in the elevated, late Romantic style suffused with the
complex, clause-laden sentences of a Latinate hypotaxis, but uses his adjectives
judiciously with a more vernacular, paratactic style giving the reader a much more
realistic account. An excellent example of this is in his description of a dog fight practice
flight with his instructor: “Follow-my-leader with Patrick gave me my first taste of aerial
fighting, getting your nose and your guns on the enemy’s tail and sitting there till you
brought him down” (31). It was another year before he was able to realize his ambition to
fly a single-seater scout in action, but he already was looking forward to it and the thrill
of one-on-one combat:
To be alone, to have your life in your own hands, to use your own skill, singlehanded, against the enemy. It was like the lists of the Middle Ages, the only
sphere in modern warfare where a man saw his adversary and faced him in mortal
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combat.2, the only sphere where there was still chivalry and honour. If you won, it
was your own bravery and skill; if you lost, it was because you had met a better
man. (31)
He shows a chivalric regard for his opponent, and he emphasizes the honor and
respect one has for his enemy in addition to the “sporting” aspect of combat fighting. As
he says, “Sport, after all, is only sublimated fighting, and in such fighting, if you don’t
‘love’ your enemy in the conventional sense of the term, you honor and respect him”
(32). “Besides,” he says, “there is, as everybody who has fought knows, a strong
magnetic attraction between two men who are matched against one another. I have felt
this magnetism engaging an enemy scout three miles above the earth” (32). Lewis draws
the reader into the action with the same deftness with which he did his opponent:
I have wheeled and circled, watching how he flew, taking in the power and speed
of his machine, seen him, fifty yards away, eyeing me, calculating, watching for
an opening, each of us wary, keyed up to the last pitch of skill and endeavor. And
if at last he went down, a falling rocket of smoke and flame, what a glorious and
heroic death! What a brave man! It might just as well have been me. For what
have I been spared? To die, diseased, in a bed! Sometimes it seems a pity. (32)
In perhaps his best descriptive passage about the joy and wonder of flying, Lewis
reminisces while writing his narrative, and shows that time had not dimmed his memory
or caused him to lose the feelings of exhilaration he felt when in the air:
Such impressions do not dim with passing years. Though they were only in the
background against which we worked, they set the tone, filled out the style. The
This is not totally accurate. From Lewis’s perspective on the Western Front it is for him, perhaps.
In the theater in Palestine where Lawrence fought, much fighting was up close, and hand to hand in some
cases.
2
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air was our element the sky our battlefield. The majesty of the heavens, while it
dwarfed us, gave us, I think, a spirit unknown to sturdier men who fought on
earth. Nobility surrounded us. We moved like spirits in an airy loom, where wind
and cloud and light wove day and night long the endless fabric of the changing
sky. (64)
In referring to brave mountain climbers attaining great heights, he says, “Hitherto
only gallant men with rope and axe had struggled (challenging the last crazy crags) to
attain summits to whose height we rose daily, unmindful of the privilege” (64). He
finishes the passage almost reverentially with the notion that man is inconsequential in
the overwhelming space above the earth: “From this exalted eminence we surveyed the
earth – an earth grown suddenly remote and insignificant, so vast and overpowering was
the dominion of the sky” (64).
Lewis’s talent for description is also on display in his account of his first night
flight. With an economy of descriptive words, he gives us a lengthy and vivid rendition
of his impressions. We can almost feel his excitement and exultation in experiencing the
new adventure. Upon taking off, his trepidation about the expected reduced visibility was
assuaged at the sight of “a lovely dim landscape lit only by the rising moon, with a
shining ribbon of water, the Thames estuary, on the southern horizon. I was surprised at
the amount of detail visible by night. Every roof made a soft mirror for the moon” (142).
He is pleasantly surprised that his nerves were calmed and that “expecting to be keyed up
to the highest degree of nervous tension, I relaxed at once. I had entered a new enchanted
world” (142). He is enthralled with the rising of the moon out of the clouds and the
effects its light casts upon the ground, and he paints an almost surreal image when he
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says, “As I climbed higher the detail of the ground grew less distinct, the horizons wider,
and the long drifts of cloud out of which the moon has risen, stately and calm, gave an
exquisite aspect to the August sky” (143). In recognizing his fortune in being able to
witness such a scene from his unique perspective in the air, he continues with, “a feeling
of amazement gripped me, that I, alone, should have been given such keys to the paths of
heaven, should have found my way to this undreamed-of paradise of night: more
marvelous, more serene, than any earthly landscape under the garish blatancy of day”
(143).
Despite the exhilaration flying provides for him and his enthusiasm for the type of
combat that dog fighting gives him, he makes it clear that he is no promoter of war. In
one particular passage he talks about the future in exceedingly pessimistic terms, and
does it from the viewpoint of maturity at the time of the writing of his narrative and not
through the eyes of a pilot who was basically still a kid in the war. The passage provides
an impressive prescience of Lewis’s thoughts about the world and war in the future. The
passage is engendered by his remembrance of witnessing a gas attack as he was flying
back to the lines north of Thiepval (on the Somme) one evening when he saw, “a long
creeping wraith of yellow mist. I stared for a moment before I realized: gas! Then,
instinctively, although I was a mile above the earth, I pulled back the stick to climb
higher, away from the horror” (83). Even though he could not see the men who were
being gassed, he knew the horror they were enduring:
In the light westerly wind it slid slowly down the German trenches, creeping
panther-like over the scarred earth, curling down into dug-outs, coiling and
uncoiling at the wind’s whim. Men were dying there, under me, from a whiff of it:
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not dying quickly, nor even maimed or shattered, but dying whole, retching and
vomiting blood and guts; and those who lived would be wrecks with seared,
poisoned lungs, rotten for life. (83)
Lewis says that it is his “most pregnant memory of the war … It was, in fact, the
symbol of our enlightened twentieth century: science, in the pursuit of knowledge, being
exploited by a world without standards or scruples, spiritually bankrupt” (84). His screed
continues with an indictment against what he viewed as the hypocritical stance that
nations were taking at the time of the writing of his memoir in 1936. On the one hand,
they were professing a love for peace, while at the same time preparing for war “under a
veneer of self-righteous nationalism” (84). His disgust with the modern human condition
is palpable as he continues:
We are, collectively, the most evil and destructive of human creatures. We back
up our greeds and jealousies with religion and patriotism. Our Christian priests
bless the launching of battleships, our youth is urged to die for ‘king and country.’
We even write on the tomb of our Unknown Warrior that he died ‘for God’! What
a piece of impudent and blasphemous nonsense to write in the house of him
whose greatest saying was: ‘This is my commandment, that ye love one another.’
(84)
He also shows remarkable foreknowledge in predicting how air war would
devolve from chivalrous combat between rival airmen to the mass killing of civilians who
are directly targeted. He says that, “The next war will see that yellow drift not stealing
down into front-line dugouts, but along London streets,” and that, “My breed, the pilots,
whose war has been more chivalrous and clean-handed than any other, will be ordered to
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do violence to the civilian population” (84). In doing it, he says, “We shall drop the gas
bombs and poison the reservoirs. We shall kill the women and children. Of course the
thing is insane; but then if the world submits to the rule of homicidal maniacs, it deserves
to be destroyed” (84). He finishes on an even more pessimistic note that the fate of the
nations in the future will be the result of, “a fight between intellect and appetite, between
the international idea and armaments,” and that, “The latter will probably win the first
two or three rounds; but, if civilization is to survive, the idea must win in the end.
Meanwhile, if a few million people have to die violent deaths, that cannot be helped.
Nature is exceedingly wasteful” (84).
Lewis was amazingly correct in his predictions considering the concept of total
war that was visited upon Europe in World War II. There was the targeting of innocent
civilians with carpet bombing (twenty-five thousand were killed in Dresden alone), and
genocidal extermination was systematically and dispassionately carried out.
But, it does not feel right to leave Lewis on this note. One day as he was flying
above an unbroken carpet of clouds, he, “sailed on for a time, alone in the wonderful
skies, as happy as I have ever been or ever shall be, I suppose in this life, looking lazily
for some rift in the white floor; but there was none. It was complete, unbroken, absolute”
(104). Then as he was about to turn for home, he saw:
a cloud floating above the floor, small, no bigger than a man’s hand; but even as I
looked, it seemed to grow. It swelled, budded, massed, and I realized I was
watching the very birth of a cloud – the cumulous cloud that chiefly makes the
glory of the sky, the castles, battlements, cathedrals of the heavens. What laws
had governed its birth at that moment, at that place, amid the long savannahs of
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the blue? Heaven, that bore it knew. Still it was there, creating a glorious
loveliness out of nothing! A marriage of light and water, fostered by the sun,
nourished by the sky! (104-5)
As he turned towards it, it continued to grow and swell into a thing of
unimaginable beauty and wonder to him, as it was “alive with light. Radiant white, satin
soft, and again gold, rose-tinted, shadowed and graded into blue and mauve shadows – an
orient pearl in the oyster shell of heaven!” (105).
That is the description we should leave him with. With his reminiscence of a
seventeen year old, starting life experiencing the joy of flying and soaring so far above
the turmoil below, that the only thing he can see is beauty in the sky, and not the ravaged
ground and broken men below.
John Henry Reece
John Henry Reece was an American who joined the RFC in October, 1916, and
flew with the No. 100 bombing Squadron as a navigator. The squadron was called the
Bedouins, because they moved their base around so often. The plane they flew was the
Handley-Page bomber, and was quite a design considering the first flight was almost
twelve years to the day after the Wright brothers first flew. The H-P was a bi-plane that
had twin 360 HP Rolls-Royce engines and was introduced for service in 1916. Squadron
No. 100 was formed on February 23, 1917, going to France in March, and started using
the Handley-Page bomber to start long range night sorties over German industrial sites in
March of 1918. A Handley-Page from Squadron 100 was the last bomber to return from a
mission in the war as it did so on Armistice Day.
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Reece’s narrative is quite short compared to other narratives we will be analyzing,
and much less descriptive and more technically oriented than Lewis. He starts with a
brief history of the uses of the new technology, before going into some detail about other
men in his squadron. He finishes with several accounts of humor, and does not dwell at
all on the gruesomeness of war. He writes his memoir in a very paratactic, running style
without much description. There is no overuse of adjectives, and sentences with
subordinate clauses are rare. It is a narrative that is very vernacular, and upon reading it
one feels that Reece is talking directly to the reader as if he were speaking in a
conversation.
He opens with a short discussion about the uses of the airplane in the war and its
progression from an observation tool to an offensive weapon over the course of the war.
He highlights the rapid progression of the technology by observing that, “ Even in the
early months of the war there were but few who realized what an important part of the
war was to be carried out on the newly conquered element”(1). He says that, “When the
infantry saw an occasional box-kite-looking machine drifting slowly over the lines,
struggling to keep itself aloft, how many I wonder, foresaw that in a few months these
machines would be swooping down like swallows” (1). He continues with a rather
technical discussion about the progression of the development of the airplane, starting
with, “The first aeroplanes to cross the lines carried no armament; they were for
reconnaissance work only; they would fly a few miles back of the enemy lines, have a
good look around, and then come back and report what they had seen” (2). In those days
flying was considered an extremely dangerous activity that should not have the danger
increased by attacking other machines. That was to change fairly quickly (2). After some
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rather wearying details about gun sights, flying speeds, and reconnaissance methodology,
etc., Reece lauds the airplane’s use as an offensive weapon. He notes that, “It was not
until 1916 that the full powers of the aeroplane as an offensive weapon began to be
realized” (2). “Bombing was done,” he says, “but it was of a desultory nature, and
although the number of machines engaged in this work steadily increased, and the work
itself became more and more diversified and specialized, it was not until 1918 that the
possibilities of the aeroplane as a purely offensive weapon were appreciated” (3).
Next he goes into mostly humorous descriptions of a few of his comrades in the
squadron, and the things that make each man unique, and keeps the conversation lighthearted over all. Unlike the infantrymen on the Western Front, and like most airmen, his
outlook is not dour.
The first man he talks about is Jimmy, “whose insides,” he says, “had been shot
away in Gallipoli” (5). Managing to find humor in a morbid situation for his friend, he
quips, “He was the envy of the officers mess, because his newly acquired digestive
apparatus, composed principally of silver tubes, could assimilate more wine without
producing ill results than any other five members of the mess” (5-6). Jimmy was not a
flying officer, but was the station chief, and managed to make it through the war despite
his infirmities:
By all the laws of nature he should have been a corpse, but he had a heart which
disregarded an intestine designed by a surgeon who must have been a plumber in
some previous incarnation, and this great heart carried him through four years of
war, and made of him an energizing force to all who came in contact with him. It
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was not until after the cessation of hostilities that the soul of this hero was
liberated from the poor maimed body with its mechanical digestive system. (6)
Sammy was the prototype of the caricatured Englishman in the comic papers. He
had a pencil thin mustache and wore a monocle over his right eye. In denoting every
degree of human emotion, he would use the expression, “my word” (6). One among
many humorous incidents that occurred was when Reece and Sammy were asleep in the
same hut. About midnight a German bomb exploded very near the hut. A fragment came
through the window, shattering a picture of Sammy’s mother, and the concussion ejected
Reece from his bed and landed him in the middle of the floor. Sammy looked at the
picture and said, “My word, mother will be pleased,” then rolled over and went back to
bed, going to sleep instantly. Reece noted that, “I know Sammie slept because he never
remarked on my taking a short cut to the trenches through the window” (7).
Mac was a north of England man who lived for hunting and polo. He was a man
on a mission as, “he fought to defeat a threat to the civilization he believed in, to preserve
a form of government that his ancestors had bled and died for, and to secure a future for
his tiny son free from the hell of war” (8). And, being a humanitarian and lover of
democracy, “he could not realize that a large majority [women], because of selfishness,
ignorance, and a lack of the spirit of self-sacrifice, do not deserve the right to vote” (9).
“But,” Reece says, “Mac was a sportsman and a gentleman, the descendent of generations
of men who faced death willingly in a cause they knew was honorable and who died
happily in the thought that their death made life easier for future generations” (9).
Therefore, “Mac did not worry about the selfish ambitions of men; He did all he could to
win the World War” (9).
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Gus, “was the president of the Bedouin mess, and probably because of an early
education at Heidelberg, he believed in starving the British aviator. At all events, while
Gus was mess president we all starved with agonizing slowness, for Gus had but two
ideas of what constituted a menu” (9). Reece complains that, “our meals consisted solely
of “bully beef” and Brussels sprouts; this meal was varied occasionally by leaving out the
sprouts.” Complaining did no good for, “Gus would answer with the incontrovertible
statement that “humming-birds” tongues cannot be purchased with a tuppence; this
incontrovertible statement always reduced the complaining member to frothings at the
mouth and other signs of inexpressible rage” (9).
In keeping with the light-hearted aspect of his story, he ends with several
incidents of humor, two of which follow. Both concern an airman with the unusual name
of “Killem,” who crashed his machine “almost every time he went on a raid, fortunately
for him on this side of the lines” (11). One night,
returning from a raid on the Boche magneto works at Stuttgart, he lost his way
and was forced to land, because of engine trouble in France, near the Swiss
border. The topography of the country here being mountainous, he was fortunate
in merely “writing off” his aeroplane. He might easily have killed himself and his
two companions, but he came out of the crash quite unhurt except for a severe
chill contracted by a forced sojourn in the icy waters of a shallow pond. Pinned
beneath the machine with an unpleasant ripple of water in close proximity to his
chin, Killem had an excellent opportunity to think over his past sins while his
companions in misery, who had been clear for no other reason apparently except
that the devil takes care of his own, struggled manfully, one with a broken arm

95

and the other with a wrenched knee, to release him from the wreckage which held
him helpless. (11)
In the second incident, to make a long story short, Killem had used the “idiotic”
method of taking off downwind, which caused him to barely be able to rise above the
roofs of the nearby village, and resulted in his being introduced to the church spire. And,
“the spire being of solid construction withstood the impact; the aeroplane did not. So
Killem and his companions, together with the wrecked Handley-Page and one thousand
five hundred and sixty-eight pounds of undetonated bombs descended onto the street
below – undetonated” (11). Fortunately for the inhabitants of the village, the bombs did
not explode. Unharmed again, “Killem crawled out of the wreck, looked ruefully at the
church spire, and muttered, I’ve always felt that I should have gone oftener to church in
my youth. Now look at the damned result of my negligence” (11).
Reece’s narrative is a refreshing break from the obvious seriousness of the other
memoirs. It also confirms what we have shown in Lewis’s memoir, as well. The airmen
were fortunate, if we may call them that, to be isolated somewhat from the tragedy of the
Western Front. This type of respite was welcome, but at the same time extremely rare. In
the next chapter we return to the full-blown seriousness of the war.
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Chapter 4
Rolls, Watson, and Haigh: Armored Cavalry
As we have previously shown, technological innovation in weaponry was on
display in the First World War. Some of the new weapons used, such as the airplane
discussed in the previous chapter, were invented before the war and underwent much
improvement during the course of it. However, some weapons like the armoured1 car and
the tank were not designed until after the war had started. S. C. Rolls, an armoured car
driver, and W. H. L. Watson and Richard Haigh, two tank men, all used equipment in
combat that was on the cutting edge of war technology. Their experiences with these new
types of weaponry are prominent in their narratives, and the enthusiasm with which they
embraced technology is seen in the styles of their writing. Before analyzing the writing
styles of their memoirs, however, we will briefly discuss the origins and development of
the designs of these new types of equipment and the implementation of their tactical and
strategic uses in the war.
In the previous chapter aviators in World War I were portrayed as following a
chivalrous code of conduct, and dogfights were viewed in the same romantic light as a
duel. In this chapter we will see tanks and armoured cars going into battle with armoured
protection analogous to that of medieval knights, except that the tanks certainly were not
involved in anything resembling the romantic war fought in the air. In fact, concerning
the Front, we will start to see the face for which the Great War is best known.
Armoured Cars and Tanks
The development of armoured cars and tanks, both of which were used in combat
operations, had a common origin in what would seem to be an unlikely place, the Royal
1

The British spelling of “armoured” will be used throughout the chapter for consistency.
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Naval Air Service (RNAS). J. P. Harris’s book, Men, Ideas, and Tanks: British Military
Thought and Armoured Forces, 1903-1939, gives accounts of the origins of both
armoured cars and tanks. The armoured car was the first of the two to arrive on the scene
in the war. Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, ordered a brigade of marines
to land at Ostend on the north coast of Belgium on August 27, 1915. They were joined by
a squadron of aircraft which flew out of their base at Eastchurch in England. Churchill
had the idea that he could help the Belgians who were holding out in Antwerp to keep
German forces down and thus take pressure off the British Expeditionary Force (BEF)
(11). On August 28, a motor car reconnaissance was undertaken toward the city of
Bruges to gather intelligence. Although the Royal Navy’s Forces were ordered to
evacuate on August 30 after their operation to aid the Belgians, RNAS Commander C. R.
Samson, who was in charge, came up with a ruse to stay in Belgium, and Churchill, for
whom the war at sea was not enough to keep his seemingly boundless energies contained,
relished the idea of establishing a base on the continent (11). There were rumors that the
Germans were going to begin Zeppelin raids on England, and Churchill believed that
doing reconnaissance from a base in Belgium to pinpoint German airship bases was
justification for a continental detachment of the RNAS. Churchill authorized a hundred
armed motor vehicles to be supplied to assist in the formation of forward airfields and to
help rescue downed pilots. The cars were armed with machine guns and fitted with
armour plates which turned out to be fairly ineffective at first (12).
The RNAS Armoured Car center at Wormwood Scrubs on the outskirts of
London was established, and trials were initiated to determine effective thickness of
plates for protection against German bullets at various ranges (12). The car that was
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eventually used was the Rolls Royce Silver Ghost touring car outfitted with armoured
plates and a Vickers machine gun in a revolving turret. And so, “An Armoured Car
Division of the RNAS had emerged” (13). However, with seventy cars in its fleet in early
1915, the use of armoured cars in Belgium had come to an end. The armoured car was a
weapon best used in a mobile war, and although the war in Western Europe had settled
by then into a static trench war, it was certainly not the end of the use of armoured cars.
We will see in Rolls’ memoir that they served effectively in other theaters of the war
including in the Middle East campaign, where their use was critical in Lawrence’s
prosecution of the Arab Revolt.
Birth of the idea of the tank and its design rests again with Churchill. Even though
it was none of the Admiralty’s business, he asked the Director of the Air Department at
the Admiralty to “devise a means of helping the infantry to cross No Man’s Land and
attack trench systems” (13). Thus, the idea for the British tank in World War I was
conceived. After a successful demonstration of a caterpillar tracked small truck in
February, 1915 and other considerations, Churchill established the Admiralty Landships
Committee. And, “As Churchill himself pointed out, there is a ‘continuous chain of
causation’ from the formation of this committee to the first appearance of the tank on the
battle field of the Somme” (20). Churchill ordered prototypes of twelve “landships”
based on a caterpillar track system to be built, and for an additional six to be built with
wheels (23). The contract was given to “the Lincoln firm of Foster’s whose managing
director, William Tritton, was ultimately to play a vital part in the tank’s development”
(23). Tritton, along with Walter Wilson, a member of the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve,
formed a design partnership which would successfully culminate in the production of the
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first tanks2. In May of 1915, Churchill was relieved as First Lord. However, the Landship
Committee continued its work, and on January 16, 1916, a successful demonstration of a
prototype of what was to become the Mark I tank was performed before David Lloyd
George,3 Minister of Munitions, and Lord Kitchner, Secretary of State for War. The
prototype, called “Mother,” was “produced in two versions, ‘male’ and ‘female’” (31).
Male tanks were equipped with two naval 6-pounder guns and four Hotchkiss machine
guns, and the female tanks were equipped exclusively with machine guns, although with
five Vickers and four Hotchkiss guns they were formidable companions when
accompanying the males into battle (32).
After Churchill’s dismissal, Lloyd George had the tank development operation
incorporated into his ministry. General Douglas Haig, who was commander-in-chief of
the BEF (British Expeditionary Force), and was a proponent for new technology, was
already amenable to the idea of using tanks in combat operations. In February, 1916,
along with Haig’s approval, the War Office “decided that the ‘Tank Detachment’ should
form part of the Motor Machine Gun Service of the Machine Gun Corps….” (57). A few
months later, “The title of the organization was changed in May to ‘Heavy Section
Machine Gun Corps’ and this eventually gave way to ‘Heavy Branch Machine Gun
Corps’” (57). In April, 1915, Haig requested that fifty additional tanks be added to the
initial order of one hundred machines made in February.
The Mark I tank had its debut in a combat operation on September 15, 1916 at the
Battle of Flers-Courcelette on the Somme. Results were mixed, as some tanks actually
advanced further than infantry and helped capture portions of German trenches and

2
3

As “landships” were ultimately called.
Lloyd George would become prime minister in 1916 and remain in office until after the war.
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strongpoints, even though many tanks failed to perform up to expectations due to
mechanical difficulties and inadequately trained crews. The following day, the few tanks
fit for action were in part responsible for thwarting a German counter-attack (66-7).
Despite limited success on their first outing tanks, whether fairly or unfairly, were
blamed by Australian troops for a near disaster in a “hurriedly planned and poorly
executed” attack in a snowstorm on the Hindenburg Line at the village of Bullecourt in
April, 1917. The tanks, which were to support the Australians, failed to arrive at the
allotted time for the beginning of the attack and the Australians, going alone, suffered
heavy casualties. As a result, “The Australians regarded tanks with suspicion for the next
year and effectively refused any further co-operation with them” (96). Later in the war
the partial success of an assault on Messines Ridge with the new Mark IV tank in June,
1917, was tempered by the fact that advancement by the tanks was foiled in certain
instances by impassable, heavily-shelled terrain and uphill climbs which prevented their
keeping up with the infantry (99). At the Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele), several
days of continuous rain began on the first day of the battle on July 31, 1917 and turned
the battlefield, which was already destroyed by two weeks of artillery bombardment, into
a soupy quagmire that consumed men and machines unfortunate enough to fall into
flooded shell holes (102-3). Many derelict tanks sunk completely in mud and were never
recovered. Facing reality in early August, “Tank Corps HQ came to the conclusion that
the tanks could make virtually no further contribution to the campaign in the Ypres
sector” (103) and were withdrawn. Despite early problems, however, Haig never gave up
on the use of tanks, and it was at the Battle of Cambrai in November, 1917, that tanks
demonstrated how effective they could be. Although Cambrai was eventually fought to a
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draw, the first day of the battle was a good one for the tanks. Working in conjunction
with an effective artillery barrage, three hundred tanks assaulted the Hindenburg Line and
some advanced as far as four miles overrunning the German Support Line as well as the
main frontal trench (126). From Cambrai to the end of the war tanks were effective, were
continually improved, and had a bright future in warfare. Indeed, the tank became an
invaluable asset in land operations in future wars, replacing the cavalry as the tactical
means of delivering force rapidly in situations where mobile war was fought.
Rolls, Watson, and Haigh
Armoured cars and tanks proved to be valuable assets during the course of the
war. The three memoirists in this chapter, Rolls, Watson, and Haigh were all involved in
combat with the use of this cutting edge technology. All three share a love and
fascination for the use of the new technological innovations which helped to define a war
that many consider to be the first modern war and certainly the first industrial war. We
see in all three an adventurous spirit which helps to define common attitudes about new
technology, combat tactics, and interaction with comrades. Their approaches to war differ
from the romantic mindset about war that we have seen previously with Lawrence and
with the pilots, as well as with the trauma induced pessimism and disillusionment about
the war that we shall see in the next chapter about the trench poets.
The memoirs in this chapter, Steel Chariots in the Desert by Sam Rolls, A
Company of Tanks by W. H. L. Watson, and Life in a Tank by Richard Haigh, have
commonalities that allow for interesting analysis. Beginning with Rolls we see someone
whose attitude about war, like that of Watson and Haigh is more cavalier than the
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attitudes of, for instance, infantry troops.4 These men’s attitudes about war are in many
ways the same, although Haigh goes further and displays an attitude about war that
embraces an enthusiasm unlike any of the other memoirists in this dissertation. Even
though in these three memoirs we see the desperate fighting, atrocities, and death that we
witness in the narratives of the trench poets we will encounter in chapter five, we do not
see the type of trauma and disillusion that was experienced in the trenches. Instead, with
Rolls, Watson, and Haigh we have the enthusiasm, comradeship, and sense of duty of a
job well done using some of the newest technology of the war.
Steel Chariots in the Desert
In the first of the memoirs that we will examine, Sam Cottingham Rolls (b. 1893)
actually provides us with two memoirs in one. The first part of Steel Chariots details his
adventures with an armoured car battalion in the Libyan Desert fighting the Senussi tribe
who were allied with the Germans. In the latter section, he relates his part in the war with
his unit in the Arab Revolt which, as we have seen in chapter one, resulted in the capture
of Damascus and the fall of the Ottoman Empire. It is in this section of his memoir that
he chronicles the admiration and devotion that he and members of his unit have for T. E.
Lawrence and Lawrence’s efforts in leading and effecting the Revolt. The second half of
Steel Chariots is, in essence, about Rolls’ positive impressions of Lawrence.
Rolls started his adventure in the Great War at the age of twenty-one on
November 19, 1914, in the reorganized brigade of the Royal Naval Air Service at
Wormwood Scrubs after having been turned down for entry into the Northhamptonshire
Yeomanry, a cavalry unit. The armoured car section, which had been formed for service
4

Cavalry troops from time to time fought a more romantic style war in support of the infantry
troops, at least early on in the war. Tanks effectively took over the role of the cavalry in supporting ground
troops and exploiting openings in enemy lines caused by offensive attacks.
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in August, 1914, for the Belgium expedition, was reorganized as a brigade in the Royal
Naval Air Service. Rolls was a petty officer in the No. 2 Squadron of the brigade under
the command of the squadron commander, Major the Duke of Westminster. The brigade
went into service in France at the Battle of Neuve-Chapelle, but the mobility advantages
of armoured cars were of little use in trench warfare, and the brigade instead provided
taxi service for messengers to the front lines. In April, 1915, at the Second Battle of
Ypres the first gas attack of the war was initiated by the Germans. As a result, the
armoured car brigade was forced to abandon its depot and the commanding officer
advised the men to transfer from the navy to the army (Rolls 14). In order for that to
happen, a return to England was necessary and a new brigade was formed under army
command. The brigade returned to France but was not there long, and on Christmas Eve,
1915, it entrained for Marseilles, and left port for Alexandria (15).
It was in the North African desert a hundred years before that a religious
brotherhood called the Senussi was founded by Mohammed Es Senussi, an Algerian
descended from the Prophet’s daughter Fatima. He founded many monasteries in North
Africa and eventually settled in the Libyan oasis of Jaghbub where his descendants
maintained their headquarters (16). The brigade reinforced the troops of General
Maxwell, the Commander-in-Chief in Egypt who was attempting to rescue survivors of
the gunboat HMS Tara which had been torpedoed by a German submarine off the coast
of Libya. The survivors had been taken prisoner and held under trying conditions by the
Senussi. It is at this point in Steel Chariots that we are given a two page description of the
Rolls Royce armoured car and a glimpse of the pride and enthusiasm with which Rolls
and his comrades regarded this new technology. It is obvious from his description of the
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Rolls armoured car as a “war chariot,” and especially his car named “Blast” that he
carried an almost “cocky” attitude about the brigade’s abilities to take a good fight to the
enemy. From the detailed description of even the most insignificant of features he
regales his reader with the minutest of particulars, from the armoured reinforcement of
the radiator to bottles of water to refill the water jacket of the Maxim machine gun
mounted in a turret on top of the car. His evident passion exudes an aura of invincibility
that is palpable in his narration.
One particular passage shows Rolls’ adroitness at description. Within the space of
four or five consecutive paragraphs, the reader is carried from an adventuresome chase,
to stark description of the dead, and a humorous incident that left Rolls and his comrades
breathless with laughter. The ironic sequence begins with a pursuit in “Blast.”
As he and his comrades are chasing a Turkish leader, Nuri Bey, during his attempt
to escape from a fire fight that Nuri’s men had lost, it is evident from Rolls’ depiction
that he is caught up in the chase. One can sense his subtle admiration for the Turk and his
daring elusiveness, while at the same time obviously enjoying the thrill of the chase and
pushing his car to its limits:
The Turk was galloping away to the south-west like a streak of light on his
beautiful piebald mare. Her long mane flew in his face as he bent low in the
saddle, and her tail streamed out like a white plume. There was something
fairylike about their figures, as they flew across the plain together, and for the
moment they seemed unreal apparitions flitting in the grim desert. Suddenly I
thought, ‘Now for it!’ and swinging the nose of my car toward the fast-receding
rider, I gave chase. But what a run he gave us! He plunged at once into even more
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difficult ground, strewn thick with rocks. The excitement became intense as I
strained every nerve to keep the car at the highest possible speed, and at the same
time to avoid colliding with dangerous rocks. (35)
But Nuri proved, at least this time, to be elusive and escaped. Ironically, he would
later switch sides and join the allies in helping to defeat the Turks in the desert.
Then, Rolls’s description immediately switches gears as he relates a grim
encounter with death. He and his comrades return from the chase to the scene of the fight
and a gruesome sight: “Here we saw hundreds of dead and wounded Senusites lying on
the ground, and there were numbers of prisoners standing about in straggling groups
looking ill-fed and unkempt in their ragged uniforms” (36). The ambulance men gave the
wounded aid, but “the dead were left to rot on the ground without ceremony. It was
evident, though, that they would not remain there long enough to rot, for hungry vultures
were already circling and screaming overhead” (36).
The gruesomeness of the scene, though, did not prevent Rolls and his companions
from the enjoyment of collecting the spoils of victory. Hundreds of weapons and rounds
of ammunition were gathered up enthusiastically. Rolls writes that he “took as my share a
beautifully ornamented six-chambered automatic pistol, with a wallet full of ammunition.
These I took from the dead body of a Turkish officer” (36). The irony of the passage ends
with a humorous episode. Rolls tells of one fellow’s shooting at one of the enemy
gunners that was:
so accurate that on taking aim at the seat of a pair of Senusite trousers he had
whipped it clean away, so that the owner looked around in dismay, and then ran
like a startled rabbit, with a white scut of shirt-tail hanging, gesticulating for
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courtesy with his hands as though in fear that the remainder of his garment would
be as scientifically removed. (37)
Two other passages concerning the Libyan campaign are juxtaposed and worth
noting for the stark description of atrocities that were committed by the Allies against the
Senusites as well as the compassion shone to rescued allied prisoners of HMS Tara who
had been finally located, and were in the hands of the enemy at two well mounds in the
desert. Rolls and his companions went full-out in their cars in going after the enemy, who
were gathered with their prisoners at two well mounds. Rolls describes a desperate run
across the desert to the wells: “My gunner had his weapon ready for action and I let
‘Blast’ out with a roar over the hummocky ground, pitching, bumping, sometimes flying
in the air, but going right at those two mounds” (47). As Rolls and his companions
pulled up to the wells, they were “surrounded on all sides by a throng of living skeletons.
They were clad in old burnouses, rice sacks and tattered remains of blue uniforms, and
they spoke to us with breaking voices in the English tongue. Then there was no room left
in us for compassion” (47). Rolls gives a vivid description of what happened next:
the engines roared, and we shot away after the creatures who had had it in their
power to turn our fellow-countrymen into whimpering scarecrows, if only
whimpering to us. The guards were running with their women and children,
running for their lives. We did not look to see who or what they were – this was
no politicians’ game; at last we had something really worth fighting for. Men,
women, and even children were mown down ruthlessly by our guns, in that mad
hustle for revenge. I believe the only survivors were two little babies, picked up
by somebody and brought back to the wells. We drove back there. (48)
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Rolls is then faced with the reality that “it was all a mistake” and that the Senussi
had not treated the prisoners cruelly “as they understood treatment” (48). Rolls learned
that the desert people lived near to starvation everyday according to western
understanding, and they had not treated the prisoners in an ill way as they saw it” (48).
Rolls admits, “…it was a long time before I understood this” (48). In waxing
philosophical, he sees that “As they were ignorant of our ways, so we were ignorant of
theirs; and that and the lust of grab are the cause of all the world’s misery” (48).
Immediately after the passage about atrocities, Rolls gives a heart-rending
account of the emaciated Englishmen who had been rescued and who “swarmed into my
car and hugged and even kissed me. I have never before or since seen men in such a state.
‘Food!’ they cried, ‘Food!’ I tore open my locker and tipped out my emergency rations of
bully beef, and in their ravenous haste to get at the contents they ripped the tins open with
their teeth” (49).
By the middle of 1917 the campaign in Libya had wound down, and Rolls joined
a group at Alexandria who took charge of eight armoured cars and two Rolls-Royce
tenders5. Rolls was once again driving “Blast,” which had been converted to a tender at
Alexandria. The fact that “Blast,” though, had been converted to a non-armed vehicle did
not in the least minimize the danger and excitement that was to be Rolls’ and his
comrades’ lots for the next year. In fact, Rolls was about to embark on an adventure that
would put him in intimate contact with one of the most important and soon to be famous
people involved in the Middle East campaign. His unit sailed with its cargo of armoured
cars and tenders around Sinai and to the head of the Gulf of Akaba, where the armoured

5

A tender was a car that supported the armed armoured cars in combat by providing various
supplies, ammunition, etc. They were under fire every bit as much as the armed vehicles.
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vehicles were unloaded and started their journey into the interior of Arabia. However, the
only way they could get into the interior was through a pass at Wadi Itm, which was no
small undertaking and would take several weeks. The problem was that the bottom of the
gorge was obstructed with large rocks and boulders which had to be blasted and which
lay in many cases on very loose sand, which was not very navigable with heavy cars.
As the project progressed, it was Rolls’ job to go ahead and determine and mark
which rocks were to be blasted. One day while surveying his progress and rolling a
cigarette, his Egyptian foreman spotted some disheveled Arabs on camels picking their
way through the rocks and heading towards them. “‘Arab no good!’ he said bitterly”
(130). Like most “town Arabs he hated and feared the desert men” (130). Rolls yelled at
the first Arab who was making his camel kneel, ‘Yalla! Imshi! Clear off!’ But,
He paid no heed, so I swung my hands at him, palms forward, as one shoos
chickens. He had left his camel now, and seeing me do this he hastened towards
me, which struck me as strange. Looking now, for the first time, full into his eyes,
I had a shock. They were steel grey eyes, and his face was red, not coffeecoloured like the faces of the other Arabs. Instead of the piercing scowl there was
laughter in those eyes. As he came close I heard a soft, melodious voice, which
sounded girlish in those grim surroundings, say, ‘Is your captain with you?’ He
spoke in the cultivated Oxford manner. I dropped my cigarette in sheer
astonishment. ‘Who the …? What the …?’ I stammered out.
He placed his hand for a moment on my shoulder. ‘My name is Lawrence,’
said he, ‘I have come to join you.’ (130)
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Until that time Rolls had not heard of Lawrence and could not grasp a meaning
for which he (Rolls) was laboring in Arabia. Even so, he says that his meeting of
Lawrence eased his anxiety and boredom: “My first sight of Lawrence brought me ease
and happiness, a most satisfying feeling that my little labors had a purpose and a fine
one” (131).
Upon being told to ferry Lawrence for the first time, Rolls was impressed by
Lawrence’s interest and critical eye when asking questions about Blast. He was very
interested in its acceleration, speed, etc., and “It was plain that he [Lawrence] enjoyed the
very sight of a fast-moving machine” (136). Rolls was thrilled that Lawrence had singled
out his tender for his own use and the two traveled almost twenty thousand miles until the
end of the campaign. Rolls was impressed by the fact that Lawrence was free with
information and unlike most officers in his treatment of subordinates. Lawrence came to
rely on the car more than his camel because of the car’s ability to have him almost
everywhere at once. Rolls observes that, “He could not have controlled the Arabs by
telephone, even if he had been connected with their various shifting camps. The only
influence of any use at all amongst them is direct personal influence” (142).
Rolls’ accounts of his experiences in the Palestinian campaign are rife with his
and others’ descriptions of the respect with which Lawrence was held in their esteem,
which was almost reverential at times. Two occasions of many illustrate this. In one
incident, after giving Rolls a free hand in repairing and making improvisational changes
to his car, Lawrence, who preferred to refrain in giving unnecessary orders and allowing
his men free rain to take initiative, laughed genuinely when Rolls thanked him for his
trust in him. Rolls was ebullient in his praise for his leader: “‘What a man!’ He took men
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at their true value, and paid no heed to outward rank or social position, and it was this
attitude that made him not only a friend and helper, but a great leader. He never asked
anybody to do what they could not understand, and in all cases of extreme hazard he
himself took the danger-post” (235).
In another episode when Lawrence appeared in sight of a camp at Guweira, he
was greeted enthusiastically by Nuri’s6 cavalry. They raced toward him and encircled
him firing their rifles and shouting excitedly. Rolls observed that,
It was curious that these Arabs, generally so suspicious of strangers, should
become so devoted to an Englishman. By nature they are hero-worshippers, but I
doubt whether so many of them have ever before made a hero of one of an alien
race or religion. His power over all was so unquestionable that there were times
when I felt that he was not just one of us, but that there was something different
about him, that he was in some way superhuman. (186)
But, Lawrence, even though he was viewed in many ways as other-worldly
among his own men and the Arabs, could exhibit an almost child-like fascination and
excitement concerning speed and technology. Rolls gives a good example of an incident
which occurred while he and Lawrence were riding together to a station south of
Mudowarra. Rolling at high speed beside another car, they found themselves being
challenged to a good-natured race. Rolls enthusiasm is apparent in his description of the
chase: “The crew of the ‘Grey Knight’7 were evidently feeling frisky; with a roar they
shot passed us” (146). Nuri Bey was riding in the car: “Nuri of piebald steed, thrilled to
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Nuri Bey had by this time switched sides and was fighting with the Arabs against the Turks.
Obviously, with the naming of a car “The Grey Knight”, the car crews were aware of the allusion
of armoured vehicles performing the same role as mounted knights did with their speed, armour, and
capacity for combat.
7
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the marrow, was clinging to the side of the tender in the attitude of a jockey at
Newmarket. Lawrence sat carelessly huddled on the seat, but his eyes were tense and
eager” (146). The Grey Knight, though, was not as long or heavy as Blast and began to
pull away as they were topping sixty-five miles per hour. After dropping three hundred
yards behind the Grey Knight, Rolls was ready to admit defeat and give up. Lawrence,
though, was not ready to concede the race. Using his knowledge of this particular part of
the desert he directed Rolls to “steer to the left.” Rolls grudgingly acquiesced, while
wondering what Lawrence could be thinking about. He surmised that, “the crew of the
Grey Knight must have thought we were crazy. ‘Keep her to it,’ said Lawrence” (147).
Rolls kept his foot down on the accelerator and maintained his speed as he noticed the
Grey Knight losing speed. As Blast flashed ahead, Rolls noticed a sardonic smile on
Lawrence’s face. “‘I imagine they have struck a watercourse,’ he said with a chuckle. I
raced on until sand dunes loomed ahead and I had to slow down. We had come to the end
of the flat well ahead of the ‘Grey Knight’.” The crews later agreed to the old saw “that
the race is not to the swift nor the battle to the strong, but that the man who uses his wits
is the one who is most likely to win in both of them” (147).
Although he did not personally ride with Lawrence all the way to Damascus,
Rolls and his car were an integral part of the push to the end. Lawrence said Good-bye to
Rolls and his comrades in Damascus and Rolls remained there through November, until
he made his way to Port Said and the trip back to England. Thus ended an adventure
which Rolls would relate so compellingly in his excellent narrative that was published in
1937.
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A Company of Tanks by W.H. L. Watson
In this section on memoirs by two tank men, we can look at commonalities of
Watson’s and Haigh’s narratives and compare and contrast the two men’s attitudes about
combat in tanks, their encounters with death, and their attitudes about war.
William Henry Lowe Watson joined the Tank Corps in December, 1916, after
transferring from the XI Corps Cyclist Battalion with the rank of captain. While in the
Cyclist Battalion he received the DSM (Distinguished Service Medal) and the DSO
(Distinguished Service Order). He was given command of a company of tanks which he
raised and trained and took into action in support of attacking Australian infantry at the
First Battle of Bullecourt in Northern France on the Hindenburg Line, an action which
was part of an overall offensive at Arras in April, 1917. The Germans had retreated to the
Hindenburg Line to shorten their front and place them in a better defensive position. The
overall performance by tanks in the battle was poor with many destroyed and many
others broken down. The result was that even though the Australians had broken into the
German defenses, there was uncertainty as to how far they had advanced and artillery
support was withheld. Subsequently, the Australians were trapped and managed to escape
and retreat while suffering heavy casualties with many captured. It was a disaster and the
cause of bitter Australian distrust of tank warfare for some time.
However, in his account of events before and during the battle we get stark
descriptions from Watson about the conditions of the battlefields and his encounters with
the dead. Watson’s description, although it is more morbid than that of Haigh’s accounts,
is certainly disturbing in its frankness, and yet is more matter of fact and does not convey
the same traumatic impact of descriptions that we will see in the next chapter by Blunden,
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Graves, and Sassoon. In several following examples we are shown the realities of the
horrors of the Western Front with its bleak battlefield landscapes and moribund
assemblage of corpses.
The first such description we encounter is part of the Somme battlefield Watson
motors over in going to Corps headquarters twenty miles behind Bullecourt:
I motored by Bapaume and Albert over the Somme battlefield. The nakedness of
it is now hidden by coarse grass and rough weeds, but in March of 1917 it was
bare. There was dark-brown mud for mile after mile as far as the eye could see –
mud churned and tortured until the whole surface of the earth was pitted with
craters. Mud overwhelmed the landscape. Trees showed only against the sky;
dead men, old equipment, derelict tanks blended with the mud. (35)
We see this over and over again in descriptions of battlefields. This scene
portrayed by Watson and others brings to mind what Hynes conveys in a chapter of A
War Imagined called “The Death of Landscape.” In the chapter he gives a quote by
landscape artist John Nash who served as a sergeant in the war at the battles of
Passchendaele and Cambrai. In writing home Nash describes what Hynes calls “an antilandscape” (196). Nash says of an unnamed battlefield which could be any one of most,
“… Sunset and sunrise are blasphemous, they are mockeries to man, only the black rain
out of the bruised and swollen clouds all through the bitter black of night is fit
atmosphere in such a land” (qtd. in Hynes 196). He is appalled at the industrial rape of
Nature that he witnesses and the sickening remnants that are left: “The rain drives on, the
stinking mud becomes more evilly yellow, the shell holes fill up with green-white water,
the roads and tracks are covered in inches of slime, the black dying trees ooze and sweat

114

and the shells never cease” (qtd. in Hynes 196). This is not romantic war that we got
glimpses of in the two previous chapters. Yes, there is a commonality in the killing of
men no matter what front in the war we are talking about. The killing is always tragic and
gruesome. But, a new dimension has been added here, and it is one of the destructive
legacies of the Front…the blighting of Nature itself.
As Watson returned to his unit by a different route than the one he took through
the Somme battlefield, relief from the desolation of war continued to escape him. The
road he was returning on, “…became a rough track, narrow and full of unfilled shell
holes. Crazy bridges had been thrown across the trenches. The sun was setting in a fiery
sky, and a reddish light tinged the pitiful tumbled earth, and glistened for a moment in the
desolate water of the shell holes” (36). The land itself was not the only horror
encountered, as “the crumbling trenches were manned with restless dead. In the doubtful
light I thought a dead German moved” (36). Wondering if his eyes were playing tricks,
he gave a closer look and saw that “He [the German] lay on his back, half-sunken in the
slimy mud, with knees drawn up, and blackened hand gripping a rusty rifle. Mercifully I
could not see his face, but I thought his arms twitched” (36). In turning on the vehicle’s
lights as it grew darker, Watson sees that,
The track was full of horrible shadows, and big dark things seemed to come down
the road to meet us – shattered transport or old heaps of shells. On either side of
the car was the desert of mud and water-logged holes and corpses face down
under the water, and broken guns and mortars, and little graves, and mile-long
strands of rusty wire. Everywhere maimed ghosts were rustling, and the plump
rats [feeding on the corpses] were pattering along the trenches.
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It is unwise to go through a battlefield at night. If they make the Somme
battlefield a forest, no man will be brave enough to cross it in the dark. (37)
Another scene stands out in its gruesomeness. In the Third Battle of Ypres in
August of 1917, Watson and one of his men went forward when the line had advanced a
little to “reconnoitre the road to Poelcapelle and to see our derelicts (tanks). Two of the
tanks had been hit. A third was sinking into the mud. In the last was a heap of evil
smelling corpses. Either men who had been gassed had crawled back into the tank to die,
or more likely, men who had taken shelter had been gassed where they sat” (146-7).
Watson continues with the ghastly description:
The shell-holes near by contained half-decomposed bodies that had slipped into
the stagnant water. The air was full of putrescence and the strong odor of foul
mud. There was no one in sight except the dead. A shell came screaming over and
plumped dully into the mud with out exploding. Here and there was a little rusty
wire, climbing in and out of the shell-holes like noisome weeds. A few yards
away a block of mud-coloured concrete grew naturally out of the mud. An old
entrenching tool, a decayed German pack, a battered tin of bully, and a broken
rifle lay at our feet. We crept away hastily. The dead never stirred. (147)
We see in the above descriptions the grimness of the typical battlefield. But, these
are representations of static conditions with the only reference to soldiers as being dead
soldiers. Watson also gives examples of the horrors of war encountered during the action
of battles, and the actual killing of men.
In the above section on Steel Chariots we gave an example related by Rolls of
atrocities committed against the Senusites for their perceived mistreatment of allied
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prisoners. Watson gives an account, as well, in telling of the killing of Germans trying to
surrender. During the First Battle of Bullecourt the Australians had backed the Germans
up against deep wire in front of the Hindenburg Line where there was no escape, but the
Australians were in no mood to take prisoners. Watson gives a cool reckoning of the
incident in telling that, “Behind the Germans were belts of wire quite impenetrable, and
in front of them were the Australians. It was a cool revengeful massacre. The Germans,
screaming for mercy, were deliberately and scientifically killed” (68). We see also
descriptions by Watson of emotionless recollection of killing in statements like, “Our
tank continued to kill steadily…,” (85) “The crew continued to kill from the tank…,” (85)
and [a tank] … crashed into the enemy, who were picked troops, and slaughtered them,”
(86) or “One tank particularly distinguished itself by climbing a barricade of logs … and
slaughtering its defenders” (150).
Not all of Watson’s accounts are grim. He uses personification liberally, and in
realistic style narratives most, but not all of them, are without many situations available
to use some of the literary devices that we see in poetry or even prose poetry. It is not
uncommon to find instances where personification is used effectively in a realistic style
narrative such as Watson’s. For instance, in describing the Arras road, which had carried
supplies to the Battle of Arras along with numberless soldiers, Watson says “The Arras
road is a friend of mine,” (27) and “I have always thought the Arras road was proud to
help us. It seemed to be saying: ‘Deliver Arras from shell and bomb; then leave me and I
shall be content to dream again” (28). And, continuing his penchant for personification,
he gives solace to a destroyed village in saying, “We came to a village and found the
houses lying like slaughtered animals. Mostly they had been pulled down, like card
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houses, but some had been blown in. It was so pitiful that I wanted to stop and comfort
them” (32). And, in describing the loading of a tank onto a train, he relates its reluctance
to cooperate, “If there is any flaw in the tuning, any clumsiness in the driver, driving onto
a train will discover it. A tank dislikes a train. It slides on with grunts of obstinate
dissatisfaction” (120).
We also see instances of his description of a romantic comparison of tanks with
the past, post-romantic replacement of cavalry with tanks, as well as anti-Romanticism
concerning the present war. He gives his comparison with the past as he and his comrades
in the Cyclist Battalion are considering joining the Tank Corps. He says, “Apparently the
tanks had not been a great success on the Somme, but we imagined potentialities. They
were coloured with the romance that long ago had departed from the war. An application
was made for volunteers. We read it through with care [and joined]” (11).
Watson also notes the replacement of cavalry with tanks and armoured cars on a
couple of occasions. In one he praises the action of light-armoured cars at the Battle of
Amiens. Describing their deeds as “historical,” he praises their actions in harassing the
enemy headquarters in Foucaucourt, as well as “how they captured a train full of
reinforcements; how they destroyed a convoy of lorries” and concludes, “We were
convinced that light-armoured cars and fast tanks had driven the cavalry into a museum”
(245). On the other occasion he describes how tanks would have more effectively
replaced the cavalry breaking through the Hindenburg Line and pursuing the enemy in
open country:
In the absence of tanks the cavalry pressed forward on either side of the Roman
Road, gallantly-charged machine-guns, and returned more than a little shaken

118

with news which the aeroplanes had already reported. We wondered what would
have happened if the enemy rearguards had possessed a few “whippets” [light,
fast tanks] in addition to stoutly-fought machine-guns. It is a desperate business –
to charge machine-guns, and it is pure suicide for cavalry to await the attack of
tanks. (275)
And, in describing men in battalions marching to battle we see a stark antiromantic bent: “They were shadowy figures, dark masses, just so many thousand
infantrymen marching to the battle, just so many units to kill or be killed ... There is
nothing noble, glorious, or romantic in war, unless you forget the souls of the men”
(129). This does however seem a little at odds with his views on a place for a chivalric
regard of the enemy, which he relates in an excellent example. He has no problem
identifying with his men in their admiration for a German pilot who had set fire to two
British observation balloons while zigzagging between them and then strafing the streets
of Bapaume before disappearing in the east. The pilot’s daring was noted by Watson’s
observation that, “The sporting instinct of my men responded to the audacity of the
exploit, and they cheered him” (39).
Watson’s narrative, as we have seen, is a mixture of the grim and the gallant; of
industrial murder that is the hallmark of the Western Front and romantic regard for the
use of tanks and armoured cars that have taken the place of the cavalry. We will now see
a narrative that gives matter-of-fact descriptions of combat in tanks, while praising the
positive aspects of war, training, and discipline. Richard Haigh commanded one of the
sections of Watson’s company of tanks. As we shall see, Haigh is in tune with Watson’s
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command, while harboring an attitude about tank war and war in general that is, at times,
at least slightly at odds with that of his superior officer.
Life in a Tank by Richard Haigh
Richard Haigh was commissioned from the Royal Military College at Sandhurst
as a Second Lieutenant in the 2nd Royal Berkshire Infantry Regiment on February 16,
1915. He served on the Somme in 1916, and was awarded an MC (Military Cross). Tanks
had first been used on the Somme in 1916, and when the British Army asked for
volunteers, Haigh joined in December, 1916. As noted above he was the commander of a
section of tanks in W. H. L. Watson’s tank company and served in the First and Second
Battles of Bullecourt. We see in Haigh’s narrative a much different view about war from
those of any of the other memoirists, except for maybe Reece in the previous chapter to a
certain extent, and we see an attitude about war and especially the Great War that is
almost diametrically opposed to the attitudes of Blunden, Graves, and Sassoon in the next
chapter about the Western Front. In the first part of “Life in a Tank” he tells us his
notions of the benefits of both discipline and training, and his enthusiasm for tanks. In the
last section he tells us of his “Philosophy of War,” a reflection on the purpose of war,
especially in the context of the one he is involved in. Between, he give us his accounts of
his participation in the two Battles of Bullecourt, and the effects of stress in combat, and
how discipline and esprit de Corps steels one to performing his task under pressure.
Observed from a present day perspective, one is taken aback by Haigh’s outright
enthusiasm about tanks and war in general. We are immediately regaled with the first
sentence about his initiation into the Tank Corps and the impression upon him that tanks
make:

120

To the uninitiated – as were we in those days when we returned to the Somme,
too late to see the tanks make their first dramatic entrance – the name conjures up
a picture of an iron monster, breathing fire and exhaling bullets and shells, hurling
itself against the enemy, unassailable by man and impervious to the most deadly
engines of war; sublime, indeed, in its expression of indomitable power and
resolution. (1)
Then he immediately gives us a couple of reasons for joining the Tank Corps
(known at that time as the Heavy Branch Machine Gun Corps). The first factor he gives
is that on the Somme he and other men currently in the Tank Corps had seen a derelict
tank in No Man’s Land, had swarmed over it with curiosity “much as the Lilliputians
must have swarmed around the prostrate Gulliver. Our imagination was fired” (1). Next
he gives a second reason which is breath-taking in its audacity. He says that he and his
fellow infantrymen were tired of going “over the top,” and that “The first time a man
goes into an attack, he as a rule enjoys it. He has no conception of its horrors, – no, not
horrors, – for war possesses no horrors, but, rather, he has no knowledge of the sudden
realization of the sweetness of life that comes to a man when he is ‘up against it’” (1).
This thinking changes, according to Haigh, after participation in several attacks through
No Man’s Land. His idea was that the tank man had more of a “sporting chance”
enclosed in steel that was impervious to bullets, and that the thrill of being in the
forefront as a participant in the use of new technology was quite a rush in itself. He notes
that, “Above all, the new monster had our imaginations in thrall. Here were novelty and
wonderful developments” (4).
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Next he gives his take on how training indoctrinates individuals and helps form
them into a cohesive and effective unit:
It was to be expected when all these varied men came together, that the
inculcating of a proper esprit de corps – the training of each individual in an
entirely new science for the benefit of the whole – would prove a very difficult
and painstaking task. But the wonderful development, however, in a few months,
of a large, heterogeneous collection of men into a solid, keen, self-sacrificing unit,
was but another instance of the way in which war improves the character and
temperament of man. (5)
In emphasizing the need for discipline, Haigh points out that, “Discipline is the
state to which a man is trained, in order that under all circumstances he shall carry out
without secondary reasoning any order that may be given him by a superior” (123).
Haigh observes that in the beginning after the initial enthusiasm for war, and the “sheer
lust for fighting” had subsided, the fighters did not “realize the absolute necessity of
unending drill and inspection.” Instead, “There first cry was, ‘Give us a rifle, a bayonet,
and a bomb, show us how to use them, and we will do the rest’” (124). Haigh says that, at
first, this enthusiasm worked to a certain degree producing successes, but as the casualty
totals rose, it became apparent that enthusiasm was not enough to prevail in a long and
protracted war, because the “terrible waste and sacrifice that ensued showed only too
plainly that even the greatest individual bravery is not enough” (124). He continues in
saying that even more discipline is needed than was necessary in previous wars because,
“In this modern warfare there are many trials and experiences unimagined before, which
wear down the actual will-power of the men who undergo them,” and:
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When troops are forced to sit in a trench under the most terrific shell-fire, the
nerve-racking noise, the sight of their comrades and their defenses being blown to
atoms, and the constant fear that they themselves will be the next to go, all
deprive the ordinary mind of vital initiative. Having lost the active mental powers
that a human being possesses, they are reduced to the level of machines … If
these machines are to be controlled, as they must be, by an exterior intelligence,
they must obey automatically, and if in the past automatic obedience has not been
implanted, there is nothing to take its place. (125)
Despite effective training, though, Haigh admits it is still up to the individual to
tap into his reserves to overcome fear. “It is absurd to say that a man ‘doesn’t mind shellfire,’” he says, stating the obvious that no one likes it. It is how the soldier handles
himself within that matters. He observes that the man who “doesn’t mind it” is the man
who gets control of himself and appears to be unaffected, and that “Between ‘not
minding it’ and ‘appearing not to mind it’ lie hard-one moral battles, increased strength
of character, and victory over fear” (68-69).
Even with the fear associated with an artillery barrage, though, Haigh talks about
how the anticipation of bombardment can put one on the edge of one’s nerves with
intense excitement. Before a particular attack at dawn, his men crawled out of their tanks
and surveyed the area and observed that, “A heavy silence hung over everything – the
silence that always precedes a bombardment. Presumably only the attacking forces feel
this. Even the desultory firing seems to have faded away. All the little ordinary noises
have ceased” (101). The silence is deafening as the start of the shelling is anticipated,
putting nerves on maximum alert. One experiences, “a sickening quiet, so loud in itself
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that it makes one’s heart beat quicker. It is because one is listening so intensely for the
guns to break out that all other sounds have lost their significance” (101). All of the
senses fade except for hearing, which becomes even more acute: “One seems to have
become all ears – to have no sense of sight or touch or taste or smell. All seem to have
become merged in the sense of hearing” (101-2). Then with a crash, thousands of shells
seem to hit the enemy trenches at once, and Haigh highlights the effect on one of his men
noting that, “For a fraction of a second the thought came to McKnutt how wonderful it
was that man could produce a sound to which Nature had no equal, either in violence or
intensity” (102).
At the end of the first section, Haigh gives his take on the new style of war with
tanks as opposed to the old style of war previous to their introduction to combat, and how
they came to be invented. He points out that in past wars the attacker had an advantage in
that it was the defender who generally suffered the most casualties. But, the First World
War turned that on its head, and No Man’s Land became a killing field for the attacking
troops. Haigh rightly acknowledges that despite tremendous artillery bombardment
before an assault that would knock out “guns, observation posts, dumps, men, and above
all, machine-gun emplacements,” (8) that there would usually be two or three machine
guns left intact that would inflict heavy damage on the attacking troops causing much
larger casualty numbers than those of the defenders. In countering this advantage for the
defender, “It was thought, therefore, that a machine might be devised which would cross
shell-craters, wire, and trenches, and be at the same time impervious to bullets, and which
would contain a certain number of guns to be used for knocking out such machine-guns
as were still in use, or to lay low the enemy infantry” (8-9).
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Despite his effusive praise for tanks and the advantages he thinks the new
technological innovation gives the attacking forces, Haigh gives the reader a stark
account of the danger and discomfort experienced by his tank men during an assault,
which was going well, but was stressful:
The strain was beginning to be felt. Although one was protected from machinegun fire in a tank, the sense of confinement is, at times, terrible. One does not
know what is happening outside his little steel prison. One cannot often see where
the machine is going. The noise inside is deafening; the heat terrific. Bombs
shatter on the roof and on all sides. Bullets spatter savagely against the walls.
There is an awful lack of knowledge; a feeling of blind helplessness at being
cooped up. One is entirely at the mercy of the big shells. If a shell hits a tank near
the petrol tank, the men may perish by fire … Going down with your ship seems
pleasant compared to burning up in your tank. (109)
Haigh finishes his narrative with his thoughts on war, the necessity of war, and
the personal traits required to approach war in what is for him, the most beneficial
manner. Under the title “Philosophy of War,” Haigh opens his critique of war with the
statement that, “It has been observed that if this war is to end war for all time, and if all
the sacrifices and misery and suffering will help to prevent any recurrence of them, then
it is well worth while” (130). His statement having been written in 1918 before the end of
the war, Haigh is repeating something that was commonly thought at the time, that the
result of the Great War was to “be the end of war.” Of course, Haigh nor anyone else was
in a position to predict some of the disastrous and futile wars that would be fought for the
next century. Haigh confirms this when he says, “In these days of immediate demands
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and quick results, this question is too vague and too far-reaching to bring instant
consolation. Apart from that, too, it cannot decide whether any war, however great, can
ever abolish the natural and primitive fighting instinct in man” (130). He then says that to
see the war in the optimistic terms of the above statement, one must consider the
individual soldier and its effect on those who do the actual fighting. Since the British
army was, at least for most of the war made up of civilian soldiers who had given up
families and careers to follow the pull of patriotism and fight, Haigh praises the ordinary
citizen who devotes himself to what he considers a just cause. And, he (Haigh) gives
what today would be an overly sentimental and mawkish assessment of the soldier
fighting in France when he says, “Apart from the mere letter of obedience and discipline
he gains a spirit of devotion and self-sacrifice, which turns the bare military instrument
into a divine virtue” (129). And then, he doubles-down with a statement that would make
even the most loyal of soldiers today sit up and take notice:
What life of peace is there that produces this god-like fibre in the plainest of men?
Why indeed is it produced in the life of war? It is because in war sordidness and
petty worries are eliminated; because the one great and ever-present fear of death,
reduces all other considerations to their proper values. The actual fear of death is
always present, but this fear itself cannot be sordid when men can meet it of their
own free will and with the most total absence of cringing or of cowardice.
(129-30)
And, he concludes with a gentle admonishment of sorts to the United States for
their late entry into the war, by saying, “At first, the enormous casualties, the sufferings
and the sorrow, led them to believe that nothing was worth the price they would have to
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pay were they to enter into the lists” (138). In praising the virtues of sacrifice that would,
in Haigh’s estimation, in the end benefit families left behind, he continues with, “For in
the beginning before that wonderful philosophy of spirit and cheerfulness of outlook
arose, and before the far-reaching effects of sacrifice of loved ones could be perceived,
there seemed to be little reason or right for such a train of desolation” (138). Then Haigh
delivers the coup de grace to U. S. intransigence: “they were perfectly justified, too, in
thinking this, when insufficient time had elapsed to enable them to judge of the immense
sweeping, beneficial effects that this struggle has produced in the moral fibre and stamina
of the nations engaged” (138-39).
One can only wonder how the average British soldier, lying in a mud-soaked, ratinfested trench enduring massive bombardment would have reacted to such a philosophy?
Haigh probably would have found very little agreement among the ordinary foot-soldier.
Now we turn to three memoirists who would have most definitely disagreed with
Haigh. Edmund Blunden, Robert Graves, and Siegfried Sassoon were three soldiers
whose memoirs, poetry and outlook about the war displayed anything but the benefits of
war. Their trauma and disillusionment produce a literary output totally opposite of that of
Haigh. In fact, in looking at it from today’s perspective, their thinking seems to represent
the views of most of the participants on the Western Front.
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Chapter 5
Blunden, Graves, and Sassoon: Disillusionment and Trauma on the Western Front
The Great War started with patriotic fervor in Great Britain, with the end marked
by bitterness and disappointment. The subject of this chapter, the disillusionment and
trauma engendered by a static trench war, is last in this dissertation because that is what
the war is now primarily known for. Any discussion of the war and its aftermath should
include the trauma and disaffection experienced on a massive scale by civilians and
soldiers in the countries, or what was left of some of them that engaged in the war. The
Central Powers had experienced a crushing and demoralizing defeat. The Allies were left
with a questionable sense of “victory” and with the difficult task of securing peace,
exacting suffocating reparations from Germany, and setting a course for the future. But,
how and to what end? Grounding the monumental task of dealing with these unenviable
endeavors was an undercurrent of frustration for both governments and civilians. Added
to this was the helplessness in dealing with the millions of veterans returning to a civilian
population, which for the most part did not understand why veterans were disaffected and
which was resentful of them. Why were these soldiers not more appreciative of the
efforts the civilian population had made to support them? It would take years of reflection
and analysis to make some sense of it, with questions remaining a century later. The
civilians had not been in the boots of those who were stuck in the trenches for more than
four years. They had no idea what the trench soldier went through day after day. Because
of censorship of the soldiers’ letters home and embellished reports of successes on the
Front, many civilians were, in fairness, ignorant of what the soldiers were suffering. In
addition to the fighting, many factors including disease and infestations were just a few
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of the day to day tribulations which made physical existence almost unbearable in the
trenches. Add to that the physical and psychological trauma of enduring artillery
bombardments and other constant life-threatening occurrences, and one can glimpse the
cornucopia of misery, trauma, and fear in the trenches that the soldiers endured. In
addition, as the struggle wore on there arose a general feeling of disillusionment by the
enlisted men and junior officers of the way the war was being prosecuted. Couple this
with the distrust of and disgust with the business people at home who were perceived to
be profiteering from the war at the soldiers’ expense (and justifiably so in many cases),
and an accurate view of the consequences of the war in terms of the trauma it caused to
veterans is difficult to ascertain on either side. The above legacies are a result of the
devolvement of the war from a patriotic and optimistic beginning bolstered by the
romance of war to a state of disillusionment and trauma in the trenches.
We will examine in the memoirs and poetry of three soldier poets, who served
and fought in the trenches, the impact of these legacies on the styles of their writing.
Blunden, Sassoon, and Graves all three were involved in some of the most ferocious and
savage fighting of the war. We will consider how their experiences in the trenches
compelled them to move from a romantic style of writing to a realistic one in their poetry
and narratives. It was this transition which helped, along with the poetry and narratives of
others who fought in the trenches, to form a new genre…trench poetry.
Trench Poets
Not all modernist writers shared from the same perspective the need to change
styles. As I discussed in the introduction, avant-garde writers such as Ezra Pound and T.
S. Eliot thought Romanticism was too sentimental and stale as a form of literary
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expression, and argued for a different form of poetic expression. Georgian poetry, started
as a reaction to the late-Victorian style did not suffice as a solution for Pound and Eliot.
Pound’s admonition to “make it new,” engendered a new attitude about description that
required new forms and methods to express oneself.1 His involvement in the Imagist and
Vorticist movements just prior to the war, with other artists who have been previously
mentioned, was at the forefront of the avant-garde artistic environment in London. These
emerging Modernists intellectually scrapped the old methods of expression and
refashioned literature and artistic expression.
The early Imagist and later Vorticist movements in poetry, discussed in the
introduction, were to turn the old way of writing poetry on its head. At the same time,
there was still a cadre of poets and writers influenced by romantic tradition, especially the
Georgians. Whereas it is true that both of these literary groups used new forms of
description to express their feelings, their motivations to do so were different. Pound and
his avant-garde peers wanted to look at the world in new terms. The soldier poets coming
from the romantic tradition wanted to express their experiences of trench warfare, but
could not do it in romantic terms which were inadequate to the task. Those in the avantgarde, with a few notable exceptions,2 did not experience combat and, in fact, were
disengaged from the war for the most part. On the other hand, the soldier poets who are
the subjects of this chapter were not interested in abandoning tradition, but of necessity
were forced to find new forms with which to express their feelings poetically about the
1

Georgian poetry did not fit the bill for Pound and Eliot. The original Georgian movement was
co-opted by editor John Squire, et al, after the original five anthologies were published by Edward Marsh.
What had begun as a reaction to the florid style of late-Victorian poetry, devolved from the realistic
approach of everyday experiences in the original Georgian poetry to what Miranda Seymore called
“babbling rustic mediocrity”(32) in her biography of Robert Graves. See page 166 below.
2
Especially notable are Wyndham Lewis, T.E. Hulme, and French avant-garde sculptor Henri
Gaudier-Brzeska, all veterans of the conflict.
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war. And, it is notable that we find memoir not only in the prose narratives of their
experiences, but in their poetry, as well, as we shall see.
It is discussed in the introduction that the distinctions between romantic and
modern poetry become blurred at times, and the two seem to touch at various points. It
would be useful in the context of this chapter to delineate some of the characteristics of
romantic poetry, notwithstanding the common characteristics of the two genres. Of
primary concern are the descriptive techniques and the place in the middle between
romantic and modern poetry where Georgian poetry resides. All three memoirists in this
chapter, Edmund Blunden, Robert Graves, and Siegfried Sassoon, contributed to the
series of anthologies of Georgian poetry published between 1912 and 1922 by Harold
Munro and edited by Edward Marsh.3 Consequently, after the war they wrote narratives
using the best descriptive language at their disposal to give stark accounts of the horrors
in the trenches. It is salient, therefore, despite the necessity of their writing in a realistic
style, to see how much of Blunden’s, Graves’s, and Sassoon’s trench poetry was
influenced by their Georgian sensibilities and their backgrounds in romantic writing.
As with most new movements in literature, Romanticism was a reaction against
its predecessor, the Enlightenment. The neoclassical poetry of the Enlightenment drew
inspiration from the arts and culture of classic antiquity. The content of neoclassical
poetry was not concerned with individual expression, but rather with imitation of or the
re-working of classical works and ideals. Focus on the individual was discouraged and
moral instruction for the betterment of society encouraged, often times with a good dose

3

Blunden contributed to one of the five total anthologies published, Sassoon to two, and Graves to

three.
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of satire. And, there is an objective point of view in neoclassical poetry which situates
one on the outside looking in.
Conversely, there are several characteristics of romantic poetry that delineate its
style from that of neoclassical poetry. For instance, romantic poetry emphasizes
individual expression and self-reflection, and conveys the emotions and feelings of the
poet. Also, the use of the vernacular in romantic poetry shuns the formal tone of
neoclassical poetry and allows the reader to be pulled along with the natural flow of the
spoken word. In addition, a popular theme of romantic poetry is description of pastoral,
or country life, which conjures images of the country side and shepherds tending flocks.
The transition from a romantic style to a more realistic style is well illustrated in
the trench poetry of the three memorists in this chapter, who are among the most notable
literary figures to write about their war experiences. Blunden, Graves, and Sassoon all
came from middle class backgrounds, were well-educated, and were junior officers who
served in some of the most vicious fighting of the war, and along with Wilfred Owen,
Isaac Rosenberg, and other war poets, they wrote compelling Great War poetry. One can
see from their writings during and after the war that Blunden, Graves, and Sassoon made
attempts to use some romantic description in the scenes depicted in their narratives,
unlike their pre-war poems which were completely romantic in style. As such, perhaps it
was their literary roots and instincts that caused them to try and soften the stark reality of
what they saw as needless death and suffering fomented by the impersonal, cold-blooded
reality of modern warfare.
Analyses of Blunden’s, Graves’s, and Sassoon’s styles concerning their memoirs
would be incomplete without also considering the change of their poetic styles from
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romantic lyric poetry to the realistic style of trench lyric poetry. Integral to this change
was a dilemma posed by how to adapt descriptions of the horrors they experienced to
some form or structure that would allow expression of their feelings. These three poets
came from a romantic tradition, but were unable to describe trench experiences using
traditional romantic description. Nils Clausson makes a compelling argument as to how
the adaptation was accomplished.4 He first emphasizes Blunden’s assertion that, “…
there was, unfortunately, no tradition of anti-war poetry that a soldier-poet like himself
could draw on to write about his adventures in the trenches in the First World War”
(105). Clausson asks why there was an absence of a tradition which prevented Blunden
from setting down his experiences in poetic form, and shares the view of art historian E.
H. Gombrich. “Only those ideas,” he (Gombrich) says “that can be adjusted to the reality
of formal structures become communicable and their value to others rests at least as much
in the formal structure as in the idea. The code generates the message” (qtd. in Clausson
105). Clausson distinguishes between expressing one’s feelings in a war poem, and
giving a prose description of events such as are recorded in war memoirs. He asserts that
in writing poetry it is the conventions, or the code, that create “content,” and that content
does not come into the poem through the unmediated experience of the poet. Conversely,
Clausson says that a soldier does not have to have a code to write in prose about his
experiences in war. He can do that using the conventions of his native language.
However, in order to make a poem out of his experience, merely experiencing trench
warfare and having strong feelings or convictions about it will not be enough (106). The
soldier “… must have at his disposal a useable poetic tradition, a set of literary

For a more detailed examination of Clausson’s views of how war poets with a Romantic
background found a new way to express their trench experiences lyrically, see his article.
4
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conventions, a code” (106). Experience may be necessary to write poetry, “but part of the
requisite experience is necessarily the experience of poetry” (106).
Given this view, the trench lyric cannot be classified as a uniquely new genre for
its time. Clausson points out that new genres “do not arise spontaneously out of poets;
they come out of other, usually closely related genres” (111). Clausson quotes from
Tzvetan Todorov’s article, “The Origin of Genres”: “From where do genres
come?…Why quite simply from other genres…a new genre is always the transformation
of one or several old genres: by inversion, by displacement, by combination” (qtd. in
Clausson 111). So, while they were unable to use romantic description in their poetry
about trench warfare, some of the war poets did use existing forms found in romantic
lyrical poetry, and adapted descriptions of trench warfare to them.
One example of this would be the utilization of what M. H. Abrams called the
greater romantic lyric, a poetic form adapted by some trench poets to describe their
experiences. Though not the only means of expressing their trench episodes poetically,
this is an excellent example of the use of an existing form which provided a structure
upon which the soldier poets could relate their impressions. It is a good poetic structure
for soldiers from the romantic tradition, such as Blunden, to try to maintain at least some
of their romantic sensibilities in their trench poetry. The term “greater romantic lyric” is
in the title of Abrams’ essay, “Structure and Style in the Greater Romantic Lyric,” which
in turn is in a collection of his essays on romantic poetry, The Correspondent Breeze:
Essays on English Romanticism. Clausson gives a good explanation of the structure of the
greater romantic lyric that Abrams details in his book:
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The greater romantic lyric typically consists of the first-person utterance of a
thoughtful, sensitive, and perceptive speaker who is usually alone in (or close to)
a natural landscape (that is where pastoral comes in). This landscape is described
in some detail, usually in the opening lines. Then some particular aspect of that
landscape (flowers, a bird) attracts the attention of the speaker, who is moved to
reflect, speculate, or otherwise respond to this arresting aspect of the natural
scene. The rest of the poem consists of his reaction, reflection, or analysis, as the
poem shifts from the perceived object to the perceiving mind. (111)
An excellent example of this form of lyric being adapted to the trench lyric is one
of Blunden’s sonnets, “Illusions,”
Trenches in the moonlight, in the lulling moonlight
Have had their loveliness; when dancing dewy grasses
Caressed us passing along their earthly lanes;
When the crucifix hanging over was strangely illumined,
And one imagined music, one even heard the brave bird
In the sighing orchards flute above the weedy well.
There are such moments; forgive me that I note them
Nor gloze that there comes soon the nemesis of beauty,
In the fluttering relics that a first glimmer wakened
Terror—the no man’s ditch suddenly forking:
There, the enemy’s best with bombs and brains and courage!
--Softly, swiftly, at once be animal and angel—
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But O no, no, they’re Death’s malkins dangling in the wire
For the moon’s interpretation. (qtd. in Clausson 118)
In analyzing “Illusions” from Abrams’ perspective on Coleridge’s style of the “greater
romantic lyric,” the poem opens with the description of the landscape by a “thoughtful,
sensitive, and perceptive speaker” quoting in the first person (qtd. in Clausson 111). In
the opening line, the words “moonlight” and “moon” harken their use as favorite props of
the romantic poets. But, this is not some idyllic setting one would find in a nineteenth
century romantic poem. The first word in the poem is the word “Trenches,” and one is
struck at once by the starkness of the landscape. However, Blunden mitigates the
starkness by contextualizing the harshness of the trenches with the “lulling moonlight,”
and how they (the trenches) “Have had their loveliness.” The moonlight “transforms the
ugly trenches into a surreal pastoral beauty” (118), endowing them with an eerie
pulchritude that ironically belies their true nature. Then, in focusing on a particular aspect
of the scene, the poet imagines hearing the “brave bird” / In the sighing orchards flute
above the weedy well.” Then he is brought back to reality by the realization that instead
of pastoral beauty, he is confronted with the possibility of seeing the “fluttering relics that
a first glimmer wakened/ Terror…” as an attack by the Germans. But, then he discerns
that the “relics” are not attacking Germans, but dead soldiers hanging from the wire in
no-man’s land, and the “fluttering” is the uniforms of the corpses being whipped by the
wind. The “moon’s interpretation” in the last line brings us around again to Blunden’s
attempt to put a romantic spin on the scene, but one is left with the image of the corpses
on the wire, which is anything but romantic because of the industrial nature of the war.
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Concerning rhyme and meter, it is noteworthy that “Illusions” is written in blank
verse which uses meter (in this instance iambic hexameter) without rhyme, unlike many
notable Romantic Period poets, such as Wordsworth, Byron, and Shelley, who used
rhyme most of the time.5
“Illusions” is an excellent example of the use of the “greater romantic lyric.” It is
also a good example of a Georgian poet’s attempt to put a romantic turn on a scene which
is difficult to describe poetically. Even though Blunden uses a romantic form, in the final
analysis the poem, if not modern, certainly stretches the boundaries of romantic poetic
convention.
Another example of how trench poets used traditional forms on which to describe
their experiences poetically can be found in lines of what is Wilfred Owen’s best known
trench poem, and one of the best known poems from the war, “Dulce et Decorum Est.”
We find in this realistic trench poem a different meter and rhyme scheme than that
of Blunden’s “Illusions.” Owen uses iambic pentameter with an abab rhyme scheme,
whereas “Illusions” is unrhymed. But, although Owen uses a staple romantic form, his
description is anything but romantic. There is no flirting with the pastoral here as with
Blunden’s poem. There is no “thoughtful, sensitive, and perceptive speaker”… “alone in
a natural landscape” “… who is moved to reflect, speculate, or otherwise respond to this
arresting aspect of the natural scene” (Clausson, 111):

5

There are certainly instances of trench poetry being written in both blank and rhymed verse.
Blunden, himself, wrote trench poetry using blank verse in iambic pentameter such as in his poem, “Third
Ypres,” and rhymed schemes such as in his poem, “La Quinque Rue.” Using these older forms, though,
does not prevent them from using newer descriptive techniques. Wilfred Owen, the war’s most noted poet,
and one who used stark description of the trenches, also used both styles, using iambic pentameter meter
with rhymed endings in perhaps his best known poem, “Dulce Et Decorum Est,” (which is analyzed below)
and using blank verse for his poignant trench poem, “The Show.”
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The narrator (whether he is the leader of the unit or one of the soldiers in
ranks…we are not told) is anything but thoughtful and sensitive as he moves with his
comrades from utter exhaustion to a mad scramble for life in the instant that the gas shells
explode:
Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs
And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of gas shells dropping softly behind.
There is no time to reflect or speculate on a “natural scene.” The scene is a trench full of
sludge through which the troops were slogging back to their base (far from romantic).
The narrator, instead of “reflecting,” has a visceral reaction of horror at the sight of his
comrade stumbling toward him drowning from the fluid in his lungs caused by the gas:
Gas! Gas! Quick, boys! – An ecstasy of fumbling,
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,
And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime …
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Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.
Instead of the poem ending with a synthesis of the “perceived object” with “the
perceiving mind” as with the greater romantic lyric, the narrator warns from experience
that it is a “lie” to seduce youth to die for their country under the auspices of patriotism:
If in some smothering dreams you too could pace
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;
If you could hear at every jolt, the blood
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
Of vile, incurable sores and innocent tongues, My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est
Pro patria mori. (It is good and sweet to die for one’s country)
(Silken 192-3)
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The above examples are not exhaustive, and there are certainly additional forms
which could be used by soldiers to realistically describe poetically their experiences in
the trenches. However, we see above two very good examples of approaches to realistic
poetic description of trench war. On the one hand, Blunden clings to his romantic
sensibilities with use of a romantic poetic form, and manages at the same time to describe
a poignant scene involving confrontation with death on the battlefield in realistic terms,
with only a slight smoothing of the edges of stark description. On the other hand, Owen
has no hesitation in hitting the reader with the full frontal force of the reality of
witnessing the painful and unmerciful death of a comrade who is victim of not only a gas
attack, but perhaps “The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.”
Now we will examine the memoirs of three poets with romantic inclinations, but
who made the transition from Romanticism to realism in their poems and their memoirs.
Trauma, Disillusion, and Poetry
This chapter’s memoirists are noted for writing Georgian as well as trench poetry.
All three suffered the horrors of industrial war, and lived to write their experiences and
impressions about it in their narrative writing and poetry. They suffered physical and
psychological trauma, and developed disillusionment about the prosecution of a war that
became endemic for many soldiers as the war slogged on. Analyses of the memoirs of
Blunden, Graves, and Sassoon can help us see why they wrote about the war in the ways
which they did, and how their individual styles in both genres were influenced literarily
by their trauma and disillusionment with the war. Beginning with Edmund Blunden we
consider a soldier poet who suffered, like Sassoon and Graves, the full brunt of some of
the most vicious fighting in the war, yet managed to retain much of his romantic
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sensibilities in his poetry and memoir. Then we will examine the works of Graves and
Sassoon, whose memoirs and poetry have a sharper, more realistic edge in description.
Before doing so, however, we will briefly consider how trench warfare mentally and
physically took its toll on many of the combatants, including the three memoirists in this
chapter. Traumatized veterans were afflicted in large numbers by a condition that was
experienced on a massive scale in the Great War…shell shock.
While “shell shock” as a term, gained preeminence in World War I, the “nervous
disorders resembling those that became so prominent between 1914 and 1918 began to
appear [before the war] in the workplace, at the site of the train crash and on the
battlefield” (Leese 15). The train crash provided the nearest experience to trench warfare,
as “Both the trench and the locomotive carriage were confined spaces in which the
occupant was at the mercy of external events” (15). Since sight and sound were severely
obstructed, the victim was a passive participant, as the impact could only be experienced
and not anticipated or avoided (15). During World War I, shell shock “was an injury
without any bodily signs, a mass outbreak of mental disorder” (Mosse 101). And, in
addition to the psychological trauma suffered by the victim, shell shock is for the cultural
historian, “an excellent example of the fusion of medical diagnosis and social prejudice
which had taken place during the previous century and a half” (101). The victim was,
besides being psychologically traumatized, additionally stigmatized by being called a
malingerer, a shirker, an effeminate, who was weak-willed or other derogatory and false
terms. Leese points out that shell shock victims would sometimes show outward signs of
disability with perhaps a stutter or a shuffling walk, but for the most part the trauma was
“at first located in the brain, and later relocated to the psyche” and, therefore, was
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internalized and unseen. And, Leese concurs with Mosse about the social stigma attached
to victims: “Without bandages, scars or missing limbs, the shell shock casualty could not
lay claim properly to a wound; without the prestige of a wound, he was under suspicion.
In private his manhood could be doubted. In public his patriotism might be questioned”
(52).
After the war the shell shock victim became the face of the war and of society’s
view of the senselessness of the great catastrophe that had occurred in Europe. The
residual effects of shell shock impacted not only the individual veterans after the war,
though:
Even as the war ended shell shock was entering into the culture and quickly
establishing itself as a symbol of the war. With the changed mood of the postwar
period, the silences and reassessments that came in the 1920s, shell shock
transcended the experience of the individual soldier and became a symbol of the
anguish the troops suffered and the betrayal they endured after the Armistice.
(180)
Besides the impact of shell shock on the individual, there are recurring themes
that define its endemic presence in the culture since the war. First shell shock can be seen
as a trauma experienced by all soldiers in the war, and the suffering of the few is looked
upon as a symbol of the suffering of all. Second, as we will see below, shell shock is seen
in the literary output during and after the war in prose narratives, and especially in the
poetry of Sassoon and Wilfred Owen and their ideas of anti-war sentiment and
disillusionment with the war. Finally, and not so much evident during the war, shell
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shock came to be perceived as a redefinition of the relationship between men and women
and ideas about masculine identity (Leese 180).
Presently, we are still dealing with the issues of diagnosing and treating shell
shock, only today we use different terms for essentially the same conditions. The
evolution of these terms has been ongoing since the end of the Great War. In his article
“Neruasthenia and the Cure of Literature,” John W. Presley states that “Neurasthenia as a
diagnosis of “nerve weakness” is a historical precursor of the diagnostic terms that were
used in World Wars I (shell-shock) and II (combat fatigue), and on into the Vietnam War
(post-traumatic stress disorder) era” (269).
Today, Post-traumatic stress disorder or PTSD is listed in the fifth edition of the
American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-5) in a
chapter on trauma and stressor6 related disorders. According to the manual, the trigger
for PTSD is “exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violation”
resulting from one or more scenarios, in which the individual: “directly experiences the
traumatic event,” or “witnesses the traumatic event in person.” Also, PTSD is triggered if
the individual “learns that the traumatic event occurred to a close family member or close
friend (with the actual or threatened death being either violent or accidental),” “or if the
individual experiences first-hand repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of the
traumatic event (not through media, pictures, television or movies unless work related)”
(Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, 1). Regardless of the trigger, the disturbance can cause
“clinically significant distress or impairment in the individual’s social interactions,
capacity to work or other important areas of functioning. It is not the psychological result

According to the American Psychiatric Association’s “Glossary of Psychological Terms” a
stressor is defined as, “An internal or external event or stimulus that induces threat.”
6

143

of another medical condition, medication, drugs, or alcohol” (Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder, 1).
The manual also lists four distinct clusters of behavioral symptoms for PTSD,
described as first, re-experiencing: which “covers spontaneous memories of the traumatic
event, recurrent dreams related to it, flashbacks or other intense or prolonged
psychological distress”; second, avoidance, which “refers to distressing memories,
thoughts, feelings or external reminders of the event”; third, negative cognitions and
mood, represented “from a persistent and distorted sense of blame of self or others, to
estrangement from others or markedly diminished interest in activities, to an inability to
remember key aspects or the event”; and last, arousal, which “is marked by aggressive,
reckless, or self-destructive behavior, sleep disturbances, hyper-vigilance, or related
problems” (Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, 1). While the manual “emphasizes the ‘flight’
aspect associated with PTSD, the criteria of DSM-5 also account for the ‘fight’ reaction
often seen.”
In the following three memoirs, this trauma will be referred to as shell shock to
maintain an historical perspective. However, even though the diagnoses and treatments
used in the First World War may differ from what are used at the present time, the actual
effects, and the symptoms and triggers are common with those experienced today. As we
shall see in the analyses below, all three authors exhibited more than one of these triggers
and behavioral symptoms, which in turn contributed to the way they told their stories. We
will begin our analyses with a well known literary figure, and one who suffered the
residual effects of shell shock after the war for the rest of his life.
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Edmund Blunden
Edmund Blunden’s literary credentials are impeccable. In addition to being one of
the most celebrated of the trench poets of the Great War, he was a prolific writer of both
poetry and prose. At one time or another, he held professorships in English at several
universities including in Hong Kong and Japan, was a tutor at Oxford, and wrote articles
and essays for prestigious literary journals and magazines for most of his life. His love of
literature, and especially poetry, was never far away. In 1966, he won election to the
position of Professor of Poetry at Oxford University.
Barry Webb’s book, Edmund Blunden: A Biography gives a comprehensive
account of Blunden’s life, and particularly some insightful looks into his mind set before
during, and after the war. These insights track Blunden’s transformation from a naïve,
teenaged soldier at the beginning of the war, to a mature, hardened, and disillusioned
veteran and pacifist at the end. The evolution of his views about war was engendered by
his experiences both in combat and in his dealings with both the men who served under
him, and senior officers under whom he served unfailingly. Blunden was able to separate
his views about the responsibility to do one’s duty from his questioning of the efficacy of
the tactics with which the war was being prosecuted by his superiors. His views aligned
with those of many soldiers in the war, and they were certainly congruent in both
instances with the views of Sassoon and Graves.
Blunden was born the youngest of nine children in London, and grew up in the
village of Yalding in Kent, England, where his father, Charles, and mother, Georgina,
were joint-headmasters of Yalding School. His upbringing was fairly nondescript. He
was an avid cricket player and fan all his life and attended preparatory school at Christ’s
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Hospital School in Sussex. Founded in 1552 in London by Edward VI and still operating
today, the process of recruitment of boys and girls to Christ’s Hospital was and is unique
among most other preparatory schools in England. Student fees are based on family
income, and this allows the opportunity to recruit a diverse population of students from
different backgrounds. A student’s ability and potential for academic growth are the
major factors in selection. As a member of a family of relatively modest means, this
allowed young Edmund an opportunity for a quality education, one which prepared him
well for a scholarship and admission to The Queen’s College, Oxford.
Before he was able to attend Oxford, though, he encountered a rather formidable
obstacle… the Great War. In 1915 Blunden, at the age of nineteen, was commissioned as
second lieutenant in the 11th Royal Sussex Regiment and served in it until the end of the
war. From August 1915 – May 1916 he went through training in England and Ireland. He
was sheltered at this time from the realities of war, as “Every spare moment was
dedicated to writing poetry in celebration of the countryside around him…” (48). In the
spring of 1916 he published three small volumes of poetry which showcased his “sense of
personal association with the romantic writers” (48) In addition, before completing his
training and crossing the Channel, he wrote twenty short poems and sonnets published as
Pastorals in June of 1916. He was sent to France, and experienced the meat grinder
which was the Somme, and the third battle of Ypres (also called Passchendaele). These
were two of the biggest campaigns of the war, both of which inflicted massive numbers
of casualties. His duties varied during his time at the front in France, and ranged from
leading parties supplying ammunition and arms to the soldiers in the trenches, to leading
reconnaissance patrols into no-man’s land. It was for one such excursion that he was
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awarded the Military Cross “For conspicuous gallantry in action” (66). He was gassed
and also suffered psychological trauma from his trench experiences that affected him for
the rest of his life, until he died at age seventy-seven. His disillusionment with the
prosecution of the war, his pacifist inclinations, and the trauma he had to deal with all
combined to give him a perspective about not only his experiences in World War I, but
about war in general. It was this perspective along with his romantic literary inclinations,
which produced a memoir that is regarded as one of the best to come out of the Great
War.
Undertones of War
The title of Blunden’s memoir, Undertones of War, declares to us immediately the
gentle, self-effacing nature of its author. As we have shown previously, it is no easy task
to put a romantic spin on descriptions of trench war. Trenches running with water,
infestations of rats and lice, and living conditions pushed to the extreme of one’s ability
to endure preclude romantic description. Add to those inconveniences the danger of
omnipresent artillery shelling, various and sundry explosive devices ranging from mortar
fire to hand-held grenades, snipers, machine gun fire, and the constant whizzing of
bullets, and one is attuned to the traumatic, moment to moment existence that was
endured by combatants much of the time. In the example above of Blunden’s poem
“Illusions” we have shown how the Georgian or romantic writer uses a romantic poetical
framework upon which to overlay the realistic descriptions of trench warfare, since there
were no other conventions available to the poet to do so. Blunden the prose writer,
however, was not as limited in stylistic technique as was Blunden the poet. 7 As Clausson

Refer to Blunden’s quotation on writing trench poetry in the excerpt from Clausson’s article
quoted on page 133.
7
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points out above, the writer of a war memoir does not need a “code” to describe his
experiences as he would in a poem. He can do that in the vernacular of his native
language (106).
Stylistically, an initial look at Undertones gives one the sense that Blunden is
writing in a hypotactic style. His excellent vocabulary and descriptive prowess certainly
seem indicative of a high, formal, Latinate style that is characteristic of hypotaxis. But,
on closer inspection, we can delineate a paratactic, informal style that is masked by his
talent at description. Blunden’s memoir is rife with this type of description as shown by
the example of the following excerpt:
From the old crumpled bridge which would take us southward into Cuinchy, the
street northward was not displeasing in appearance. That is to say, it had not yet
lost its rows of brick dwellings, which stood up externally presentable if inwardly
dismantled; and it was perhaps wholly protected against enemy observation posts
by the slight ridge which gathered gently to the east of it. The ridge was still
adorned with a shrine, from which a Lewis gun nightly instructed the enemy in
obeisance. (54)
Although paratactic in style, this passage is not indicative of the parataxis that we
would see in, say, a Hemingway piece. We also do not see a verbose Victorian style, with
an affluence of subordinate clauses, and with completion of the thought of the sentence
disclosed at the end of it, which is indicative of hypotaxis. Instead, we see in this passage,
which is typical in Undertones, a parataxis which melds rustic depiction of the country
town and surrounding landscape with the stark reality of warfare: “The old crumpled
bridge” [probably partially destroyed by artillery fire]; “the street northward was not

148

displeasing in appearance;” And, the street “had not yet lost its rows of brick dwellings”
despite the fact that the shells of their outward appearance belied their inward destruction.
The town was “protected against enemy observation posts” by a ridge that was “still
adorned with a shrine” from which a machine gun nightly harassed the Germans laying
siege to the town. These are not examples of the complex sentences of a hypotactic style.
This passage, typical of the prose throughout Undertones, is indicative of Blunden’s
ability and desire as a writer with romantic inclinations, to mix beauty and destruction in
a more realistic and simpler style.
As noted above, Blunden tends toward the pastoral in some of his description,
without following strict pastoral conventions. It almost seems as if he wants to pen a
requiem for the countryside that has been ravaged. One particular passage offers a good
example, in which his melancholy is palpable in his description of a once lush valley
through which his battalion marched on the way to Ypres. They had been through the
valley once before. As they step off a road into the countryside, he reminisces on how the
valley’s bucolic scene has been defiled by the war. He describes that in the sedge one
could hear the “wild duck and moorcock noise,” while conversely “one hears the stinging
lash of shells” behind them in a swamp (107). He says this is “Not the same ‘we’ who in
the golden dusty summer tramped down into the verdant valley, even then a haunt of
every leafy spirit and the blue-eyed ephydriads, now Nature’s slimy wound [shell holes]
with spikes of blackened bone [dismembered, stripped and burned trees]” (107). His
description of the scene is characteristic of many in Undertones in which he is awakened
from pastoral reflection by the violence and reality of the present. Paul Fussell, in The
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Great War and Modern Memory clarifies for us what Blunden must have felt about what
he saw and experienced:
To Blunden, both the countryside and English literature are “alive,” and both have
“feelings.” They are equally menaced by the war. And the French countryside is
little different. For it to be brutally torn up by shells is scandal close to murder.
The pathos and shock of it are what Blunden returns to repeatedly in Undertones
of War. (259)
Additionally, we see an example in some of the prose in Undertones of Blunden’s
innate poetic inclinations in his use of alliteration in a passage that alludes to prose poetic
description like that used by Lawrence in chapter two8:
If I was weary, what of Salter and his men? Still I hear their slouching feet at last
on the footbridge over the Ancre by Aveluy, where a sad guard of trees dripping
with the dankness of autumn had nothing to say but sempiternal syllables, of
which we had our own interpretation. The shadows of the water were so profound
and unnavigable that one felt them as the environment of a grief of gods, silent
and bowed, unvisitable by breeze or star; (94)
The alliteration and euphony in the above passage along with personification (“…
a sad guard of trees”) is similar to many passages in Undertones which gives it an overall
quality typical of Blunden’s penchant, even in some of his prose, for poetic imagery and
his use of poetic devices.
Blunden, who wrote his memoir several years after the war and had it published
in 1928 when he was thirty-two, was recalling his experiences through the lens of one
who was traumatized and disillusioned by the war. This is well documented in Webb’s
8

See Lawrence’s description of Auda Abu Tayi’s story telling in chapter two.
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biography of Blunden, as well as in Blunden’s own observations in Undertones.
Concerning his disillusionment with the leadership and its prosecution of the war, we see
during his training the beginning of Blunden’s “ambivilous relationship with soldiering –
an activity which both stimulated and appalled him” (Webb, 44). His disillusion with the
war effort certainly affected his increasingly strong pacifist inclinations, and the
psychological trauma he endured during the war was something which haunted him for
the rest of his life. As Undertones moves forward, Blunden’s increasing criticisms of
civilians on the home front and of the war’s prosecution by commanders, whom he refers
to as “the Great Unknowns,” become more frequent and strident. Likewise, Blunden’s
criticisms of civilians at home were as harsh as his criticisms of the commanders.
Remarking about a leave in France, he told how his fellow soldiers’ attitudes about
civilian support were deteriorating:
During my leave, I remember principally observing the large decay of lively
bright love of country, the crystallization of dull civilian hatred on the basis of the
‘last drop of blood’; the fact that the German air raids had persuaded my London
friends that London was the sole battlefront; the illusion that the British army
beyond Ypres was going from success to success; the ration system. Perhaps the
ration system weighed most upon us. This was not the ancient reward of the
warrior! (161-62)
We encounter his disillusionment with the way the war was tactically and strategically
fought by upper command early on in Undertones concerning an incident in which
Blunden witnesses the replacement of his battalion commanding officer for questioning
the efficacy of a decision by superiors that Blunden’s unit conduct a raid on an enemy
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position. His commander, Colonel Grisewood, was “confronted with the command” to
conduct the raid on a particular location of the enemy line, where the location was
heavily “fortified with the keenest intelligence, the thickest wire and emplacements, in
the dark and without any preparation” (27). Worried about the outcome of such an
operation, he “demurred, was disposed of, and another battalion was forced to lose the
lives which ignorance and arrogance cost” (27). Coupled with his disillusion, and helping
to take his entire war experience to a higher level of bitterness, was the physical and
psychological trauma that started early on for him and grew in intensity during the war
and afterward. We see in Undertones his attempt to soften the tone in his written accounts
of the effects of shelling and constant fear of death. However, his descriptions, no matter
how much he attempted to mollify them, could not mask the pain of the trauma he and his
comrades faced constantly in the trenches.
Blunden describes in a particularly poignant scene, which is anything but
romantic, a stark example of the psychological trauma that he encountered. Climbing
over a steep bank at the “fallen fortress of Thiepval,” his unit encounters a sight that is
chilling in its sudden reality. “Bodies, bodies and their useless gear heaped the gross
waste ground; the slimy road was soon only a mud track which passed a whitish tumulus
of ruin…” (97). Of the dead that he encountered, one stood out. It was the body of a
Scottish soldier:
who was kneeling, facing east, so that one could scarcely credit death in him; he
was seen at some little distance from the usual tracks and no one had much time
in Thiepval just then for sight-seeing, or burying. Death could not kneel so, I
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thought, and approaching I ascertained with a sudden shrivel(l)ing of spirit that
Death could and did. (97-8)
Compare the above passage from Undertones with a passage from “Two Voices,”
a poem also set at Thiepval describing a march to an area of imminent danger:
‘There’s something in the air’, he said
In the farm parlour cool and bare;
Plain words, which in his hearers bred
A tumult, yet in silence there
All waited; wryly gay, he left the phrase,
Ordered the march, and bade us go our ways.

‘We’re going South, man’; as he spoke
The howitzer with huge ping-bang
Racked the light hut; as thus he broke
The death-news, bright the skylarks sang;
He took his riding crop and humming went
Among the apple-trees all bloom and scent.

Now far withdraws the roaring night
Which wrecked our flower after the first
Of those two voices; misty light
Shrouds Thiepval Wood and all its worst;
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But still ‘There something in the air’ I hear
And still ‘We’re going South, man,’deadly near. (Silken 102)
The effects of psychological trauma in the descriptions from the prose passage in
Undertones quoted above which describes an actual encounter with death and the ones in
“Two Voices” which describes the dread of an upcoming march into the face of death are
palpable. And, we see differences between Blunden the prose writer and Blunden the
poet in the descriptions in each instance. In the passage above from Undertones Blunden
does nothing literarily to mitigate the horror of what he sees on the battlefield. As noted
above in the quotation from Clausson, the writer of prose can use “the conventions of his
native language” to describe what he sees. 9 In “Two Voices,” though, he does use a
softer description of his unit’s unease at hearing that they were to start a march toward an
encounter with the enemy with an outcome that was very much in doubt. We can see in
“Two Voices” how Clausson’s explanation above of how the trench poets could put the
descriptions of their experiences in a poem by using existing poetical structures, is put
into effect.10
The structure of the poem is three stanzas of six lines each. The first four lines of
each stanza are in iambic tetrameter, with the last two lines of each stanza in iambic
pentameter, and the rhyming scheme uses rhymed couplets. Certainly, there is nothing
unconventional here as pertains to a poetic form that has had centuries of use. However,
in looking at Blunden’s use of a conventional poetic form for “Two Voices,” we notice a
couple of things that he does to soften the actual danger caused by the situation he is

9

See Clausson’s quote above on page 133 concerning the writer’s use of vernacular in prose

writing.
10

See Clausson’s explanation about using existing poetic codes to write war poems on pp. 133-4.
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describing. First, the overall lightness with which he describes the scene in the farmhouse
in what is assumed to be or was (before battle) a bucolic setting, is offset by the
commander’s order for them to march “South” into certain peril. He (the commander)
almost cruelly teases them (intentionally or not) with the phrase “There’s something in
the air…,” a statement that leaves them wondering what is ahead for them, and implying
that they will be leaving the “…farm parlour cool and bare” for life-threatening danger.
This obviously produces an angst in them: “A tumult, yet in silence there/ All waited;
wryly gay, he [the commander] left the phrase, / Ordered the march, and bade us go our
ways.” In this sense, the men are essentially psychologically traumatized by the dread of
what is likely to happen to them before they are even exposed to the actual physical
trauma of enduring the imminent shelling and gunfire which could maim or kill them.
Second, we see Blunden’s attempt at introducing a bit of romantic description in the
second stanza. As a howitzer outside the farm house fires at the enemy, Blunden gives a
good example of the irony of the horrific reality of war mixed with pastoral-like
description of the immediate surroundings. As the commander gives his order for the
march, we see how “…bright the skylarks sang; / He took his riding-crop and humming
went/ Among the apple trees all bloom and scent.” Blunden’s attempt to put a romantic
spin on the scene, though, seems futile and almost too much for even his prowess as a
poet, as we are left at the end with the stark reality of what fate may have in store for
these soldiers.
Nevertheless, it is this use of irony in Blunden’s description that is typical not
only of his, but others’ recollections in their narratives and war poetry. Fussell, in The
Great War and Modern Memory devotes a section in his book to “Irony and Memory.”
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He proposes that it is “irony assisted recall,” which Blunden uses above in “Two voices”
as well as many of his other poems and in his prose writing in Undertones, which helps
many writers of war memoirs to accurately recall events from the past, which helps them
to focus their patterns of recollection. In other words: “By applying to the past a
paradigm of ironic action, a rememberer is enabled to locate, draw forth, and finally
shape into significance an event or a moment which otherwise would merge without
meaning into the general undifferentiated stream” (Fussell 30).
As noted above, physical trauma, as well as psychological trauma, endured by
veterans was real and intense not only during the war but afterwards as well. Edmund
Blunden was no exception and was a victim of both types of trauma. In the trenches, the
shelling could be unpredictable in its timing and intensity, and at times there was no
escaping it. Many men were wounded by shrapnel… flying shards of red hot metal that
were indifferent to what or whom they struck. But if one was fortunate enough to escape
that, there was the ubiquitous shell shock, caused by the effects of concussion. And, the
neurasthenia it produced could affect victims physically and psychologically for many
years. Blunden gives poignant accounts of both types of trauma in Undertones. The
following are only a few examples: In enduring an intense artillery barrage on a patrol, he
observed that,
Through some curious inward concentration on the matter of finding the way, I
had not noticed the furious dance of high explosive now almost enclosing us. At
this minute, a man, or a ghost, went by, and I tried to follow his course down the
next slope and along a desperate valley; then I said to Johnson, ‘The front line
must be ahead here still; come on.’ We were now in the dark and, before we
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realized it, inside a barrage; never had shells seemed so torrentially swift, so
murderous; each seemed to swoop over one’s shoulder. We ran, we tore ourselves
out of the clay to run, and lived. (104)
Another such incident occurred while Blunden was with some other men in the
shelter of a concrete trench. A German 5.9 artillery shell made a direct hit on the entrance
of the concrete bunker. A doctor who was returning to the trench with a bottle of whiskey
he had left in his medical post passed through the portal at the moment of explosion. The
doctor “fell mute, white, face down, the bottle still in his hand” (158). At the same time,
the adjutant, Blunden recalled, “whose face I chanced to see particularly, went as chalkywhite, and collapsed; the Colonel, shaking and staring, passed me as I stopped to pull the
doctor out, and tottered, not knowing where he was going, along the trench” (158-9).
And, while he was sheltering in a trench with other men: “A steady bombardment with
big shells began, and luckily most of them fell a few yards short, but the mental torture,
especially when, after one had been carefully listened to in flight and explosion, another
and another instantly followed as though from nowhere, was severe” (170-1).
Blunden’s experiences during the war, however, were only the beginning of a lifelong struggle with the effects of trauma. The long-awaited armistice did not allow
Blunden closure for the war. He was afflicted for the rest of his life with bouts of PTSD,
enduring depression, nightmares, and excessive use of alcohol. Webb relates in his
biography an example of the mental suffering endured by Blunden in his later years and
which only grew in intensity not long before his death:
Nightmares and war memories were becoming more frequent, the dread of
lecturing increased the desire for alcohol, and his rages grew more violent. His
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precarious balance precipitated a further series of falls, which resulted in his
tripping over the doorstep on returning from the Bull (Hotel) one evening, and
crashing down the stairs of Hall Mill after angry exchanges. He began to feel
isolated from his family, growing jealous of their youth and fearing intrigue
behind his back; at times he felt possessed by an alien personality. (319-20)
Blunden made an admirable attempt to reconcile both his pacifist inclinations
with his sense of duty, and his romantic/pastoral inclinations of description with the
reality of the horrors of trench warfare. Undertones ends with a reaffirmation of
Blunden’s devotion to his predilection for romantic portraiture. In describing a bucolic
scene at a village behind the British front line that had escaped damage only temporarily,
he considered its rustic charm: “… the willows and the waters in the hollow make up a
picture so silvery and unsubstantial that one would fill a lifetime to paint it. Could any
countryside be more sweetly at rest, more alluring to naiad and hamadryad, more
incapable of dreaming a field gun?” (191). He did not let his musings about the beauty of
the area become contaminated with his indoctrination into the world of war and its
savagery: “Fortunate it was that at the moment I was filled with this simple joy. I might
have known the war by this time, but I was still too young to know its depth of ironic
cruelty” (191). Fittingly, and in keeping with Blunden’s devotion to his romantic
tendencies, Undertones ends at this scene with his gratitude that, “No destined anguish
lifted its snaky head to poison a harmless young shepherd in a soldier’s coat” (191).
The term “ironic cruelty” that Blunden uses in the above passage to describe the
disfigurement of beauty by war is a fitting one to describe, as well, his lifelong antipathy
towards war, and the trauma that endured to the end. It is “ironic” indeed considering his
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dutiful, honorable, and courageous service to his country in which he helped to blight the
countryside of France, despite his reverence for its beauty. It was an irony that would
haunt him until his death.
Edmund Blunden, while certainly giving the reader realistic accounts of his
experiences in Undertones, mitigates that starkness with an attempt to soften the horror
that he and his fellow soldiers experienced. He does this successfully with a certain
romantic nuance by using descriptions of pastoral and an almost elegiac mourning for the
destruction of the countryside he holds in such high regard. Despite his romantic
sensibilities, though, he cannot avoid realism in his description. There is no other way to
accurately convey the horrors of the trenches. To Blunden’s credit as a writer and poet,
his skill at description allows for about as good an attempt at softening the utter terror of
life on the Front as one could hope for.
Robert Graves
Although Edmund Blunden certainly suffered significant trauma from his war
experiences, in many ways his troubles seem small compared to the physical and
psychological torment endured during and after the war by Robert Graves. And
significantly, unlike Blunden’s relatively uneventful upbringing and schooling, Graves’s
journey, beginning with his boyhood, was not without its difficulties. That, along with the
emotional and physical wounds that he suffered as a result of the war, makes him in
many ways the most traumatized of the three memoirists in this chapter. It did not,
however, prevent his prolific output as a writer, as he was a noted and respected author
during a long literary career. Between 1916 and 1975 he generated an extensive array of
fifty-five collections of poetry, fifteen novels, ten translations, and forty works of non-

159

fiction. Over the Brazier, a collection of trench poetry published in 1916, which is his
first, is referenced here because of its particular relevance to this dissertation as one of the
first collections of realistic poetry about trench warfare. It was this work that cemented
his reputation as one of the early and prominent Great War poets. And, of course, his war
memoir Good-Bye to All That (1929, 1957), which is analyzed in this chapter, and which
is Graves’s cathartic effort to put the war behind him and move on with his life, is the
work which first elevated him to literary prominence.
Before analyzing his memoir, though, it is instructive to look at his upbringing
and try to gain some insight into issues which vexed him early on. These issues may or
may not have directly influenced his conduct and/or performance of duties during his
later military service about which he wrote in his memoir. But, at bottom they may have
added to the overall psychological tribulations which seemed to plague him for most of
his life, and together with his war-induced trauma may have influenced his search for the
emotional release he gained by writing his war narrative and the style in which he wrote
it. We can get a sense of his insecurities and a comprehensive view of Graves’s life and
his proclivities from an excellent biography by Miranda Seymour, Robert Graves: Life on
the Edge from which the following biographical information is taken.
Youth and Unhappy School Days
Robert Von Ranke Graves was born into a middle class family on July 24, 1895 in
Wimbledon, England to Alfred Graves who was of Anglo-Irish descent and a school
inspector, and Amalie (Amy) Von Ranke Graves, who was eleven years his junior and
who came from an ennobled German family. He was the middle child with two sisters
born before him and two brothers afterward. From an early age, Robert was under
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pressure to please an overly demanding mother, whose affection was predicated on the
moral and intellectual achievements of her children. Amy applied the same relentless
rigidity to the examination of his and his siblings’ conduct as she did to her own, and
lived her life vicariously through her children. Failure was not an option, as she was
“possessed of a precise sense of right and wrong,” and “did not permit her judgments to
be questioned” (Seymore 14). The rigor with which she carried out her mission
apparently took its toll on young Robert’s psyche.
In all, he went to seven schools, the first six being preparatory schools, both
private and public. His last was St. John’s College, Oxford, which he attended after the
war. Graves’s experiences at the prep schools were less than ideal. He displayed a
truculence that was to cause him problems throughout his schooldays and which would
eventually cause him consternation when dealing with fellow officers in the war. From
one school he was dismissed for using bad language. At the next school he “made his
name as a quarrelsome bully and was not missed” (Seymore 15) when his father decided
to move him to another school upon failing to achieve a scholarship. At still another
school, the Hillbrow School at Rugby, he left after the head master was removed for
apparent sexual indiscretions with some of the boys, and after Robert again failed to
achieve the scholarship that his father wanted for him. A positive experience gleaned at
that school, however, and a harbinger of his future literary skills, was that his writing
came under the influence of Mr. Lush, the deputy headmaster. As Seymore points out:
“Mr. Lush…hated florid writing; he taught his pupils to make their verbs do the work of
description. A less able writer will always rely on adjectives and adverbs to do this job”
(16). Seymore asserts that in his writing “Graves never did. This is what gives his prose
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such vitality and makes it so timeless” (16). We will see below the carry-over into
Graves’s adulthood of this paratactic style of writing in the stylistic analysis of Good-Bye
to All That.
In 1909 at the age of fourteen Graves began what was to become another trying
school experience when he was awarded a scholarship to Charterhouse, a public
[meaning private in American terms] school founded in 1611 and located in the town of
Godalming in the county of Surry, not far from London. Boasting of former pupils such
as Lovelace, Addison, Steele, Thackeray and other British literary notables, Charterhouse
had fallen on hard times in terms of prestige by the time Graves had begun attending. Its
reputation for encouraging creativity had been supplanted by sport as the most admired
activity, and “the boys who ruled the school were the ‘bloods’ who comprised the cricket
and football teams” (Seymore 20). In addition, another activity which was a principal
pastime was the consensual sex between boys of similar ages, and although Graves had
romantic feelings for a student three years his junior, there seems to be no hard evidence
that the relationship was anything other than Platonic. In fact, Graves’s prudish attitudes
toward physical relationships with either sex were a consequence of his mother’s
instilling in him her religious fervor and the terrifying notion that sinners would suffer for
their wickedness (Seymore 15). Commenting on a particular incident that occurred when
Graves became the object of a young Irish girl’s love for him while he was on holiday
with his family, Seymore notes that, “At home, Amy had trained her son to have a mind
so pure that the very thought of a girl making advances suggested hellish degradation”
(27). As a result, Graves was unable to reciprocate the girl’s overtures. His mother’s
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stressing of the importance of keeping himself pure gave him a fear of sex which was not
allayed until he was grown, and only added to his emotional scars.
Several other experiences at Charterhouse fomented insecurities and resentments
which made him both bitter and the object of derision. For instance, the name under
which Graves was registered at school was his full baptism name, which included the
German surname Von Ranke. Being damned as a German, and worse, a German Jew
(which he was not) made him desperate to defend himself. He sought refuge in declaring
his Irish heritage, which only made matters worse for him. An Irish classmate “was
enraged that the contemptible German should claim to be his compatriot, and the bullying
began in earnest” (Seymore 21). Various indignities were heaped upon him by his
classmates including ink being spilled on his books, a water jug tipped above his bed, his
sports clothes being stolen just before games, and he was lunged at from dark corners.
These, along with other affronts and with no friends to support him, had him close to
having a nervous breakdown (Seymore 22).
Another setback occurred in March 1911 after Graves had written home to his
parents swearing them to secrecy upon informing them of the way he had been treated. It
was his hope that this would ensure his removal from the school, but the worst happened
instead. His parents visited the school and told the headmaster the details of Graves’s
letter to them. The headmaster denied the allegations of mistreatment and bullying and
convinced the Graveses to go home with the assurance that everything was all right.
Graves was appalled when the headmaster informed the students “that he disliked
informers, even though one of these despicable creatures had brought attention to the
possibility that there was bullying in the house” (Seymore 22). For Graves “who had until
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now been the most dutiful of sons, this was an unforgivable betrayal. His trust in his
parents had been severely shaken” (Seymore 22-3). Now alone, and with no support from
friends or family, the emotional stress took its toll. The bullying continued unabated, and
he finally desperately pretended that he had gone mad. The ruse was effective enough,
and for a time, he was “left to his own devices” (Seymore 23).
A turnaround of sorts happened for Graves after of one of his poems was
published in the school magazine, which afforded him the opportunity to join the Poetry
Society. It was here that Graves made his first friend, Raymond Rodakowski, who was
half Polish, half Scottish and a year older than Robert. After informing his new friend of
his troubles, Rodakowski suggested to Graves that he take up boxing, as “it was, he said,
the only way to impress the sporting ‘bloods’ who always feared a spoiling blow to their
handsome faces” (Seymore 25). Boxing allowed Graves to hold his own at the school,
and gave him the opportunity to meet regularly with his friend. It also helped Graves’s
self-esteem that Rodakowski had said that he was a “good poet and a good person”
(Seymore 25), a much needed salve for Graves’s injured ego. He did not, however,
“become a happy schoolboy – he never forgave his parents for leaving him at a school he
hated when he had begged for release – but he did learn to defend himself” (Seymore 25).
Despite his grievous troubles and his inability to develop an overall affinity for
Charterhouse, there was one eventuality which proved advantageous for Graves’s future
literary fortunes. In 1912, fate showed kindness to him when George Mallory, a close
friend of poet Rupert Brooke11, came to Charterhouse as an assistant master. Mallory
brought with him from Cambridge a love of poetry and debate. In fact, “struck by

11

Brooke was a noted Georgian poet and one of the first war poets of notoriety. His career as a
poet was cut short when he died in route to the disastrous Gallipoli battle in the Dardanelles.
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Graves’s confidence and brilliance in a school debate, he [Mallory] decided to make a
protégé of him” (Seymore 30). His friendship with Mallory, who became for Graves an
invaluable literary mentor, was to prove extremely helpful to his future aspirations as a
writer. After Mallory introduced Graves to the London poetry circuit, Brooke connected
him with Edward Marsh, who was to become founder of the Georgian Poets, a “nebulous
group” that had “begun as a joke” (Seymore 31). After an evening meeting that Marsh
spent with Mallory and Duncan Grant (a friend of Graves’s and fellow contributor to
Green Chartreuse, the school magazine started by Mallory) in which the subject of “the
craze for little poetry collections” (Seymore 31-2) had been discussed, the group decided
that a parody collection should be published. Marsh took the initiative and decided that
he and Brooke would be the “invisible editors” (Seymore 32), and that:
the poets they chose would represent a movement away from the flowery
language and diction of the late-Victorian age and towards a realistic approach to
everyday experiences. Their name [Georgian Poets], inspired by the country’s
new king, George V, would show that they stood for something modern. Harold
Monro, who had just opened a haven for bright young poets, the Poetry Bookshop
at 35 Devonshire Street in Central London, where they were welcome to talk, eat,
and sleep, was invited to act as the publisher in exchange for a half-share of the
royalties. (Seymore 32)
In February of 1913, Marsh visited Mallory at Charterhouse to read him a John Masefield
poem to be included in the first anthology. Masefield, who was already a well-known
poet, “was just the kind of modern but respectable figure needed to attract interest to the
Georgians” (Seymore 32). Marsh, though, was also interested in publishing new poets as
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well, and upon his next visit to Charterhouse, Mallory invited Graves “to join them and to
bring along some poems” (Seymore 32). Taking home and reading Graves’s poems,
Marsh “recognized something original in them,” despite “their old-fashioned style and
vocabulary” (Seymore 32). Marsh maintained contact with Graves and gave him his
imprimatur for having the makings of a Georgian. He took Graves under his wing, and
“unlike John Squire, the editor who eventually took over the Georgian anthologies and
gave the group its lasting reputation for babbling rustic mediocrity [drawing the wrath of
Pound, Eliot, et al12], he [Marsh] had an altruistic love of excellence. In 1913 Graves
could not have fallen into better hands” (Seymore 32). He was to be published in the last
three of the five Georgian anthologies, and that along with his war poetry cemented his
reputation as a poet of note.
Ironically, Graves left Charterhouse a week before the start of the war on July 28,
1914. He had opposed war while at Charterhouse, but it now gave him the opportunity to
escape from his family, with whom he still held a grudge for what he saw as a lack of
support while at school. Having been in the school’s Officer Training Corps, he was
informed by the Royal Welsh Fusiliers that he could join them at Wrexham at once
(Seymore 38). About this new phase of his life, it is safe to say that the emotional wounds
that Graves received in his youth at prep schools were minuscule compared with the
psychological and physical shocks that awaited him across the English Channel.
After arriving in France, Graves received a quick indoctrination into trench life,
when he was assigned to duty in May of 1915 at Cambrin, a half mile behind the front
line. The almost immediate impact of the war on him was to get his literary juices
flowing, and he began writing poetry to relate his experiences and to help him deal with
12

See pages 129-30 above.
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the stark reality of daily encounters with death. The result of the poetic accounts of his
first impressions of war was his first collection of poems, Over the Brazier, published in
1916. Although Graves wrote the poems in this collection between the ages of fourteen
and twenty, the ones written in 1915 while he was a subaltern in service were poignant
early examples of what would help to define the term “trench poetry” which, of course, is
recognized today as a genre of its own. In producing his own unique style, however,
Graves took a cue from Marsh to use “the simple words and images of childhood to
express the horrors of war” (Seymore 43). An excellent example of this can be found in
his sonnet, “Limbo.” Of note when reading the poem is the line enjambment where the
incomplete syntax at the end of a line continues the thought to the first word of the next
line :
After a week spent under raining skies,
In horror, mud and sleeplessness, a week
Of bursting shells, of blood and hideous cries
And the ever watchful sniper: where the reek
Of death offends the living…but poor dead
Can’t sleep, must lie awake with the horrid sound
That roars and whirs and rattles overhead
All day, all night, and jars and tears the ground:
When rats run, big as kittens: to and fro
They dart and scuffle with their horrid fare,
And then one night relief comes, and we go
Miles back into the sunny cornland where
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Babies like tickling, and tall white horses
Draw the plow leisurely in quiet courses.
Pronounced description of the precarious and dangerous life experienced in the trenches
is seen in the beginning of this poem through the eyes of a combat soldier, but the last
four lines shows from a child’s perspective the mental as well as the physical relief of
moving away from the terror of the trenches to an idyllic setting behind the front line.
This setting “Miles back into the sunny cornland where/ Babies like tickling…”
represents a mental regression that assuages the emotional distress that Graves endured
and provides through his style an attempt to shelter himself from his discomfort. Seymore
makes the observation that:
The inspiration of the poems which Graves wrote in 1915 was drawn from the
daily experience of living beside death. While the Georgian Poets achieved their
poignancy by setting trench warfare against a lyrical view of rural England,13
Graves was unique in trying to see the war through the eyes of an imaginative
child. The memory of his own childish terrors was strong enough for him to see a
parallel. (44)
An account in Seymour’s biography of an experience which affected Graves’s
emotional state when putting himself in harm’s way on a night patrol in no-man’s land on
a brightly moonlit night, and his subsequent poetic description of the experience that the
event effected, gives us an insight into the “child’s view” approach that he took in his
style, as opposed to how those with more romantic sensibilities would describe the scene.
Relishing the opportunity to go on a deliberately reckless night patrol into no-man’s land
See Edmund Blunden’s poem “Two Voices” on pages 153-54 above for an example of the
Georgian style of description of trench warfare as well as the discussion about his poem “Illusions” on
pages 135-6.
13
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on a brilliantly moonlit night, Graves crossed over the wire and moved from shell hole to
shell hole, lying low among the dead until he could identify a German position to be
bombarded (46). In subsequently describing his experience and:
… leaving other Georgian Poets to apostrophize about the moon’s silent beauty
and silvery calm, Graves wrote a poem about a child terrified of a moon that is
‘cruel and round and bright’ and ‘drives people mad, / And that’s the thing that
frightens me so.’ The moon for him would never again be a serene presence.
(46)14
We will observe following in Graves’s own words his experiences that would
shape his realistic approach to writing his war narrative and poetry, and arguably produce
the best known memoir to come out of the Great War.
Good-Bye to All That
In the following analysis of Graves’s memoir we see the results of his evolution
from a sensitive, troubled, and conflicted youth upon entering the war, to a battlehardened combat veteran who performed his duties admirably, was grievously wounded,
and suffered from shell shock and its after effects throughout his lifetime. Graves’s stark
and realistic descriptions of trench warfare in his poetry and his memoir provide for us on
a smaller scale an insight into what was suffered on a massive scale by combatants.
Graves’s war narrative is written in a paratactic style without attempts at the
somewhat florid description with which Blunden tried to mitigate the realities of trench
war. Graves’s description is much more vernacular and matter-of-fact than Blunden’s,
and is non-apologetic in its portrayal of life in the trenches. Graves suffered bouts of

For comparison of the “moon’s” description by Grave’s above see Blunden’s poem “Illusions”
in the section on “Trench Poets.”
14
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severe shell shock and the residual effects during and after the war for many years,
including the time in which he wrote Good-Bye. Even without a complete psychological
analysis of Graves’s condition caused by shell shock, it is easy to assume that the candor
of Graves’s depictions of events during his combat service, and the seeming lack of
compassion with which he relates them was directly due to his illness. As we shall see, it
is this undercurrent of trauma induced by his combat experience which resonates
throughout Good-Bye. This can be seen in his first encounter with death shortly after his
arrival in France.
Graves’s initiation into the sobering reality of war was quick and merciless. At
the end of a watch after his initial arrival at the front line, he was returning to Company
Headquarters when he encountered a man whom he thought was sleeping lying face
down in a machine gun trench. Putting his flashlight on him and telling him to get up, he
noticed one of his feet was bare. Shaking the man to wake him, he noticed a hole in the
back of his head. The man had taken off his sock and boot so that he could pull the
trigger of his rifle with the muzzle in his mouth (Good-Bye 103). It is ironic that Graves’s
first encounter with a corpse in the war was a suicide, which was not an uncommon
occurrence during the war. There was also a certain callousness with which commanders
dealt with such incidents, not wanting to affect morale, especially among civilians at
home. After the soldier’s suicide had been reported to his unit, two officers told Graves
that there had been several suicides lately. Then, without emotion, one officer told the
other: “While I remember, Callaghan, don’t forget to write to his next of kin. Usual sort
of letter; tell them he died a soldier’s death, anything you like. I’m not going to report it
as a suicide” (103). Grave’s matter-of-fact description of the event is typical of his
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description of similar incidents which he encountered, involving both officers and
enlisted men. As a defense mechanism, insensitivity or callousness to proximate tragedy
was consequential in allowing soldiers to deal with the horrors of war to which they were
exposed almost daily.
Graves’s personal experiences along with his daily interactions with his peers in
the trenches gave him a first-hand perspective on the cumulative traumatic effects of
trench duty on the serving line officer. At one point, he observes with candor in GoodBye the gradual dissipation of the effectiveness of the average officer to withstand the
rigors of continuous duty on the front line:
Having now been in the trenches for five months, I had passed my prime. For the
first three weeks, an officer was of little use in the front line; he did not know his
way around, had not learned the rules of health and safety, or grown accustomed
to recognizing degrees of danger. Between three weeks and four weeks he was at
his best, unless he happened to have any particular bad shock or sequence of
shocks. Then his usefulness gradually declined as neurasthenia developed. At six
months he was still more or less all right; but by nine or ten months, unless he had
been given a few weeks’ rest on a technical course, or in hospital, he usually
became a drag on the company officers. After a year or fifteen months, he was
often worse than useless. (171)
There is an obvious difference in style in the description of Graves’s traumatic
experience above with the descriptions of the traumatic events which Blunden
experienced. Blunden’s experiences were every bit as horrific as Graves’s were. He
endured the same moment to moment life-threatening conditions in the trenches that
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Graves did, and the same encounters with horror and death. But, as we have seen in his
description, his (Blunden’s) tendency is more toward the pastoral and use of literary
devices, rather than the stark, in-one’s-face accounts of Graves’s experiences. The
contrast of styles of two men with similar experiences could not be more clearly
delineated. And, Graves’s experiences with shell-shock seem to have been more intense
than those of Blunden. Blunden and Graves suffered from the results of trauma all of
their lives. We have seen that Blunden’s post-war trauma was not noted to a large degree
in Webb’s autobiography or by Blunden in Undertones, but in Good-Bye we are given
detailed accounts by Graves of his war and post-war traumatic experiences. Events, such
as shells “bursting on my bed at midnight” (287) would bring him to the present again in
the war. He would see the faces of his killed friends in the faces of strangers. When
climbing a hill behind his home in Harlech, he “could not help seeing it as a prospective
battlefield” (287). He would review his situation at home and use the same methods of
evaluating needs as he did when his battalion would take over billets or trenches in
France. He stated that: “Food, water supply, possible dangers, communication, sanitation,
protection against the weather, fuel and light – I ticked off each item as satisfactory”
(287). Graves endured episodes of shell-shock both during the war and afterward
throughout his life. During the war and after his return to Britain to convalesce, he was
never far away from combat in his mind. He was haunted by his experiences in the
trenches. The smell of flowers reminded him of the sickening odor of poison gas
(Seymour 60). “He cried easily and often. Not only did telephones, trains, shrill noises,
cause him extreme distress; so, unpredictably, did the presence of strangers” (60). He was
ridden with guilt over the fact that seven German cousins fought for the other side, and he
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could possibly be the cause of the death of one of them himself (60). “Recovery would
take another ten years” (60).
Another example from Good-Bye reveals his fragile state: “Since 1916 the fear of
gas had obsessed me: any unusual smell, even a sudden strong scent of flowers in a
garden, was enough to send me trembling. And I couldn’t face the sound of heavy
shelling now; the noise of a car backfiring would send me flat on my face, or running for
cover” (268).
And, immediately after the war, he writes that he was “Very thin, very nervous
and with about four year’s loss of sleep to make up” (258). He “knew that it would be
years before I could face anything but a quiet country life. My disabilities were many; I
could not use a telephone, I felt sick every time I traveled by train, and to see more than
two new people in a single day prevented me from sleeping” (288). Vowing never to be
under the orders of anyone ever again he decided that “Somehow I must live by writing”
(288).
Blunden, as we have seen previously, and Sassoon, as we shall see following,
shared similar circumstances with Graves in experiencing and dealing with trauma in
combat and the shell-shock it engendered. But there was another experience they shared,
and that was their growing disillusionment with the war as it progressed. As we saw in
our discussion above, Blunden’s opinions in Undertones about the prosecution of the war
are vitriolic. But, they do not rise to the level of anger with which Graves relates his
views about the war in Good-Bye, and Sassoon takes his own anger to an even higher
level and subsequently experiences dire consequences for his sentiments.
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At the start, Graves did not have any serious objections to the war. Like many of
his fellow soldiers, his opinions about the prosecution of the war and civilian ignorance
and apathy at home evolved as the seemingly endless conflict slogged on. Several
references of many from Good-Bye, as well as from Seymour’s biography give us an idea
about Graves’s evolution in his views about the war and the way it was fought. We can
see a change in his thinking from his support of the war in the beginning to his later
criticisms of indifferent commanders who put their troops into harm’s way using
questionable tactics, as well as his disgust with apathetic civilians at home who were, in
most cases, ignorant about what was happening in France and Belgium. As late as
September of 1916, however, we see Graves still supporting the war effort. While
recovering in Britain from wounds received in France, he was invited by Sassoon to pay a
visit with him to Garsington Manor, the home of Lady Ottoline Morrell. Morrell was a
Bloomsbury Group devotee (but not a member), and hostess to pacifists, conscientious
objectors, and noted literary figures such as Virginia Woolf and Aldous Huxley, as well
as renowned philosopher Bertrand Russell. It was Russell who would later council
Sassoon in the drafting of his (Sassoon’s) anti-war screed that was eventually read in
Parliament.15 Graves’s first encounter with the group was awkward, owing to his dislike
of pacifists at that time. This was especially true of the Bloomsburys, whom he thought
displayed the distasteful combination of being pusillanimous and supercilious. As
Seymour points out, “He was ill at ease among the pacifists who sheltered under Lady
Ottoline’s welcoming parasol; in their moral courage he saw only a shirking of duty”
(56). His thinking was to change soon, though, as he “deceived the medical board about
his health in order to pass as fit for action” (57), and returned to France. It was during this
15

See the section below in this chapter on Sassoon.
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span of duty that he began to seriously question the efficacy of the tactical and strategic
aims of the war as it was being prosecuted. When he first arrived back at the front,
though, his battalion’s doctor deemed him unfit for trench service and sent him to a
transport unit behind the lines (58). Still, Graves saw a useful purpose for his return to the
front, since he was again in an environment that allowed his poetic inclinations to reemerge. As Seymour notes: “ Unfit though he was to fight, Graves needed to be back on
the Somme, not just from a sense of duty but because it was where he could write, where
he could find the key ‘back to the dark corridor which I call other where’ out of which his
poems came” (59). After a bout of bronchitis had hospitalized him, he was sent home for
the final time and spent the remainder of the war in Britain. He “Increasingly became
aware that the conflict was being needlessly prolonged, but he clung to the idea that his
own duty was to assume a cheerful manner” (60). This attitude continued until around
April of 1917 when he began making regular excursions to Garsington, where “Out of
action himself, he was less inclined to despise the pacifists than he had been the previous
year…” (62). He still did not, however, make a statement as Sassoon did in openly
opposing the war and its protraction, as “He himself had never publicly opposed the war
and he had no wish of being suspected of doing so, although he shared Sassoon’s belief
that it was being unjustifiably prolonged” (67). Thus, while Graves was every bit as
frustrated by the prosecution of the war as Sassoon was, he did not have Sassoon’s
conviction to publicly denounce it.
Robert Graves’s memoir is indicative of his transformation from his romantic
inclinations which are seen in his pre-war poetry to the realistic writing which makes
Good-bye to All That perhaps the best known narrative to come out of the war. In many

175

ways the style of Good-Bye seems to be the more natural outlet for Graves’s literary
tastes, considering the truculent and pugnacious character that was so much a part of
Graves’s personality. It seems, in a large sense, that in Good-bye we are getting the
essential Graves.
We have seen in Blunden’s and Graves’s memoirs differing approaches to
descriptions of their similar combat and trench experiences, both in their poetic styles and
the styles of their narratives. As we have noted, Blunden attempted the difficult task of
maintaining his romantic sensibilities in his poetry about the war with a degree of
success. Graves, on the other hand, immediately pivoted from a more romantic pre-war
style to realistic descriptions of trench life in his initial efforts at writing poetry about his
experiences. Now we shall examine the narrative of a soldier who began his poetic efforts
at the beginning of his service in the war with a romantic bent, and rapidly changed to a
more realistic style as his life in the trenches progressed. And, as we shall see, Siegfried
Sassoon also advanced his objections to what he viewed as an immoral waste of lives in a
poorly prosecuted war with questionable aims, with much more vehemence and flair than
Blunden or Graves. Both his war poetry with its realistic depictions emphasizing the
horrors of war and his memoir provide the literary fortifications of his anti-war
convictions. In addition, his extremely public denunciation of the fighting in an open
letter of protest, and his subsequent escape from court-martial have sealed his legacy as
one of the strongest anti-Great War voices.
Seigfried Sassoon
Siegfried Sassoon was born on September 8, 1886 in the village of Matfield in
Kent, England, the second of three sons of Alfred and Theresa Thornycroft Sassoon. Jean
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Moorcraft Wilson, in the first volume of her two volume biography of Sassoon, Siegfried
Sassoon: The Making of a War Poet, tells of the contention that was generated on
religious grounds by the marriage of Siegfried’s father and mother. Fortunately, the
Thornycrofts, due to the success of the family farm, were in a comfortable financial
situation, which provided for a rather unremarkable but stress-free environment for
Siegfried’s upbringing (11), which provided Sassoon with a rather normal boyhood. He
was an avid and good cricket player and a talented horseman and huntsman, as well. He
was educated at the New Beacon Preparatory School in Seven Oaks, Kent (83) and at
Marlborough College, in Marlborough, Wiltshire (89). He entered Clare College,
Cambridge in the fall of 1905. Not a particularly gifted student at Cambridge, he did
experience a growing commitment to poetry which was to eventually bring him notoriety
as an accomplished poet and outright celebrity as one of the best known trench poets to
come out of the war. He left Clare College without a degree in 1907, and settled into the
life of a country gentleman until the start of the Great War.
Sassoon joined the Sussex Yeomanry on August 4, 1914, the same day that Great
Britain declared war on Germany (180). Like Graves and Blunden, Sassoon entered the
war with no particular grievances, and like most of the British people, he felt that “the
War was both necessary and just and that he was bound by honor to serve in it. It was an
attitude, as he himself later noted, ‘uncomplicated by intellectual scruples’” (179).
Instead of feeling heroic he was actually embarrassed about enlisting, which he felt freed
him from any responsibility (180). Wilson points out that “Given his background and
upbringing, his decision comes as no surprise,” and “that for a middle-class young man
with a public school background there was really very little choice” (180). His
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subsequent service in combat would put an indelible stamp on his style as a trench poet,
and as Wilson says, “As with so many other young men and women of the period, it was
subsequent turmoil and conflict which drove him in self-defense to attempt to shape his
experience in art” (180). Accordingly, we will see in his memoir and journals, and in his
relationship with Robert Graves and Graves’s observations in Good-Bye to All That, how
Sassoon’s style of writing poetry changed as his experiences in the war changed him.
Sassoon’s period with the Yeomanry was short-lived. An avid horseman and fox
hunter, he had joined as an enlisted soldier because he thought “Joining a local yeomanry
regiment (cavalry) would have been a much faster route into the army” (Wilson 181).
While he was “working out” a horse for one of the sergeants in his squadron he suffered a
fall, “and his brief career with the Sussex Yeomanry ended with a badly broken arm
when his horse rolled on top of him” (Wilson 183). A three month long recovery gave
him time to reflect on his situation. He had initially thought that joining a cavalry unit
would get him into the fighting more quickly, but it was not long before it was obvious
that this war was not going to be a cavalry war, but rather a war fought predominantly by
infantry (Wilson 183). Deciding that he wanted to get into the fight as quickly as
possible, he joined the Royal Welch Fusiliers in May, 1915, after an old family friend,
Captain Hays Ruxton recommended him for a commission as a second lieutenant. He
went to France as a transport officer in the first battalion in November of 1915 and finally
joined the fighting in the trenches with his unit in the early spring of 1916. Although, as
was noted, he entered service with no particular complaints about the war, he quickly
began to change his perspective. His brother Hamo died aboard a hospital ship on
November 1, 1915 from wounds received at the Allied disaster at Gallipoli, and his friend
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and fellow officer David Thomas was killed in March of 1916. Wilson observes that
Sassoon’s despair at the loss of his brother and friend changed to anger, “an anger which
increased his recklessness and made many people including himself, wonder if he was
trying to get killed” (243). We see in Sassoon’s personal journal where his anger turned
to hatred of the Germans16:
April 4th. What’s all this rancour about? Is it my liver? Anyhow I am living in a
sort of morose hunger for the next time I can get over the wire and look for
Germans with a bludgeon. Stockwell wants a prisoner and I am going to try and
get one for him, but it isn’t for that I am going out. I want to smash someone’s
skull; I want to have a scrap and get out of the war for a bit or forever. Sitting in a
trench waiting for a rifle-grenade isn’t fighting: nor is clambering out of the top
{of a} trench at 3 o’clock in the morning with a bunch of rum-drugged soldiers
who don’t know where they’re going – half of them to be blasted with machineguns at point blank range trying to get over the wire which our artillery have
failed to destroy. I can’t get my own back for Hamo and Tommy that way. While
I am really angry at the enemy, as I am lately, I must work it off, as these things
don’t last long with me as a rule! If I get shot it will be rotten for some people at
home, but I am bound to get it in the neck sometime, so why not make a
creditable show, and let people see that poets can fight as well as anybody else?
And death is the best adventure of all…(Journal, 13 Mar. 1916 – 2 May 1916,
17r, 16v [MS Add. 9852 /1/5]).
Wilson shows that as the reality of the death of his brother grew on him he started
to re-direct his anger toward those in authority on the allied side, including upper-echelon
16

Any misspelled words are written exactly as they are found in the journal.
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army staff, politicians and “yellow-press” journalists whom “he began to hold responsible
for continuation of the conflict” (243). Alternating with the bitterness that he felt were his
moods of “almost mystical exaltation in which he longed to sacrifice himself for his
country” (243). Wilson states that, “Paradoxically, but not surprisingly, the more he
wanted to die, the sweeter life seemed to him and this produced other, more familiar
moods of joy in nature” (242). Are his mood swings and recklessness in combat caused
by shell shock? If so, that along with the trauma that he suffered from loss of friends and
comrades, his indoctrination into the horrors of trench war, and the physical trauma that
he suffered from combat wounds were no doubt responsible for his evolution from
writing romantic to writing realistic poetry. Wilson gives her take on his style change and
observes that, “With the romantic’s intense response to extremes of feeling Sassoon’s
impulse was to record these wild mood-swings in words, as the prose and poetry of this
period demonstrates. The poetry faithfully reflects in changing modes his turbulent
feelings, for which it also provides a safety-valve” (243). As we will discuss later, his
emotional state not only was reflected in his poetry style, but also in his increasing
opposition to the war, culminating in his very public statement of protest.
Romantic to Realistic Poetry
Shortly after his arrival in France, Sassoon met Robert Graves and the two struck
up a lasting friendship owing to their mutual interest in poetry. His friendship with
Graves and his initiation into the realities of trench warfare are key in his evolution from
writing romantic/pastoral poetry to the realistic style which made him one of the most
influential war poets. The transition did not take long. Before leaving for France, Sassoon
had penned a poem between April and September, which “For his initial response to the
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War was one of unquestioning idealism not easily distinguishable from his contemporary,
Rupert Brooke”17 (Wilson 193). This idealism is readily apparent in the poem,
Absolution”:
The anguish of the earth absolves our eyes
Til beauty shines in all that we can see.
War is our scourge; yet war has made us wise,
And fighting for our freedom, we are free.

Horror of wounds and anger at the foe,
And loss of things desired; all these must pass.
We are the happy legion, for we know
Time’s but a golden wind that shakes the grass.

There was an hour when we were loth to part
From life we longed to share no less than others.
Now having claimed this heritage of heart,
What need we more, my comrades and my brothers. (quoted in Wilson, 193)
His “lack of originality,” along with an “inflated and clichéd language” (in
Sassoon’s words), later prompted Sassoon to see the lines as “typical of ‘the selfglorifying feelings of a young man about to go to the front for the first time’” (Wilson

17
Rupert Brooke was a respected and published Georgian poet who died of natural causes on the
way to the battle at Gallipoli. He is associated with an idealistic and patriotic war poetry that was to be in
some disrepute after the horrors and the realities of trench warfare changed the style of writing war poetry
to a more realistic one. There has been much speculation since Brooke’s death as to whether his style
would have changed from Georgian to a more realistic style had he not died so early in the war, but we will
obviously never know.
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193). As we examine the poem, one of the first things we note is that it is a typical
romantic style lyric poem written in iambic pentameter written in four line stanzas, which
uses an abab rhyme scheme. The optimistic tone and florid style give the poem a
euphonic and melodious complexion which allows it to roll off the tongue with little
effort. The alliteration used in the last two verses of the first stanza: “War is our scourge;
yet war has made us wise, /and fighting for our freedom, we are free,” only draws
attention to and helps the reader to realize the naiveté with which Sassoon approached the
idea of war before his indoctrination in the trenches.
Robert Graves in Good-Bye to All That gives an account of his and Sassoon’s
reactions to each other’s styles of poetry. Shortly, after Sassoon’s arrival in the trenches
and before his initiation into combat, Graves recalled that he was “getting my first book
of poems, Over the Brazier, ready for the press; I had one or two drafts in my pocketbook and showed them to Siegfried. He frowned and said that war should not be written
about in such a realistic way” (174-5). After Sassoon showed Graves some of his own
poetry, written in the romantic style of “Absolution,” Graves observed that, “Siegfried
had not yet been in the trenches. I told him, in my old-soldier manner, that he would soon
change his style” (175). And indeed he did, for after taking charge of a platoon and
leading his men in a working party in the trenches at Festubert, it was “as he marched his
men through the ruined town, across a marsh and up the muddy communication trench in
the rain and darkness, he began to realize how unglamorous the reality of War was,
particularly for the ordinary soldier” (217-8).
Between the second and third night of several nights of sorties, Sassoon began a
poem, “The Redeemer” which encapsulated his feelings about his sudden baptism into
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the realities of trench warfare.18 The first stanza of “The Redeemer” gives a stark contrast
to the style in “Absolution”:
Darkness: the rain sluiced down; the mire was deep;
It was past twelve on a mid-winter night,
When peaceful folk in beds lay snug asleep;
There, with much work to do before the light,
We lugged our clay-sucked boots as best we might
Along the trench; Sometimes a bullet sang,
And droning shells burst with a hollow bang;
We were soaked, chilled and wretched, every one;
Darkness; the distant wink of a large gun. (Quoted in Wilson, 218)
Contrast Sassoon’s style in “Absolution” above with “The Redeemer.” Wilson points out
that “this is a work full of concrete details of Front-Line conditions and it is probably
significant that it was started the very day that he met Graves. His realism may be
noticeably less shocking than Graves’s, but it marks a distinct change of direction for
him” (219). We see in his style a departure from the abstract in “Absolution” and instead,
are drawn “to the realities of trench warfare” (219), which are things the ordinary soldier
has to deal with, such as “the ‘mire’, the ‘clay-sucked boots’, the ‘droning shells’, the
‘soaked, chilled and wretched soldiers’” (219).
“The Redeemer” is in iambic pentameter with nine line stanzas. We can see in
this first stanza, and which is typical throughout the poem, that the realistic language,
unlike the euphonic language of “Absolution” mentioned above, is more cacophonic and
does not have the melodious rhythm of “Absolution.” There is a definite lack of
18

Read the full text of “The Redeemer” in Wilson, pp. 218-9.
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extensive use of poetic literary devices in “The Redeemer” such as the alliteration
prevalent in “Absolution,” or of metaphor or personification. Sassoon does not dilute the
realistic language in the verses of “The Redeemer” with such devices, and so allows the
directness and full impact of the new style to make his point about the realities of war. As
Wilson so aptly observes about Sassoon’s style, “Here at last is War poetry based on
actual experience rather than literature” (219).
Another poem depicting the harsh fighting conditions in the trenches is “In the
Pink,” about a soldier spending an uncomfortable night before a battle in which he
believes he will be killed. “In the Pink” was written in February, 1916, after Sassoon’s
first tour in the trenches. Wilson speculates that Sassoon was inspired to write it at the
sight of a machine-gun officer lying shivering and sick under blankets on the floor during
a rest period (232-3). In her assessment of his change to a realistic style Wilson says:
“The poem’s harsh criticism of fighting conditions distinguishes it sharply from any of
his previous War verses, except ‘The Redeemer,’ and it anticipates in both content and
technique the works which were to make him famous” (233):
So Davies wrote: “This leaves me in the pink.”
Then scrawled his name: “Your loving sweetheart Willie.”
With crosses for a hug. He’d had a drink
Of rum and tea; and, though the barn was chilly,

For once his blood ran warm; he had pay to spend.
Winter was passing; soon the year would mend.
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But he couldn’t sleep that night; stiff in the dark
He groaned and thought of Sundays at the farm,
And how he’d go as cheerful as a lark
In his best suit, to wander arm in arm
With brown-eyed Gwen, and whisper in her ear
The simple, silly things she liked to hear.

And then he thought: tomorrow night we trudge
Up to the trenches, and my boots are rotten.
Five miles of stodgy clay and freezing sludge,
And everything but wretchedness forgotten.
Tonight he’s in the pink; but soon he’ll die.
And still the war goes on – he don’t know why. (quoted in Wilson, 233)
Like “Absolution” and “The Redeemer,” “In the Pink” is written in iambic
pentameter, but with six-line stanzas using an abab rhyme scheme for the first four
verses, and ending with a rhyming couplet. Although similar in structure, the two poems
could not be more different in their depictions of war. In comparing the two, one is
immediately struck by the difference in description of the combatants. The unnamed
soldier in “Absolution,” who we may assume is Sassoon or another soldier of likemindedness, is idealistic almost to the point of disbelief when he says in the first stanza:
“The anguish of the earth absolves our eyes / Til beauty shines in all that we can see.” As
a religious allusion, this is the naïve gushing of someone who has not yet experienced the
horrors of war. The last two lines in the stanza declare, “War is our scourge; yet war has
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made us wise, / And fighting for our freedom, we are free.” The soldier, Willie Davies, in
“In the Pink,” could not disagree more. He is not fighting for freedom, which for him is
an esoteric concept, but for survival and the ability to get home to his “brown-eyed
Gwen.” The poem ends with his resignation that he is going to probably die in a war for
which he does not see a purpose, “And still the war goes on – he don’t know why.”A
sentiment shared by Sassoon and most of his comrades in the trenches.
Wilson recognizes this poem as an “important one” and “showing more clearly
than ‘The Redeemer’ Sassoon’s need to escape the subjective lyric approach, largely
inadequate in the face of the horrors of his experiences, to a more objective, dramatic
one” (234). In changing from a romantic to a realistic style “he is forced to find a
different vocabulary, which gives the poem a freshness lacking in most of his earlier
work” (234).
The Memoirs of George Sherston
We will see how Sassoon’s rather rapid change of heart and thinking about the
war and its prosecution progress in the following look at his memoir, a trilogy of three
books that comprise his fictionalized autobiography. The Complete Memoirs of George
Sherston, consisting of Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man, Memoirs of an Infantry Officer,
and Sherston’s Progress all account for at least portions of his service in the army, but
Memoirs of an Infantry Officer deals exclusively with his service in the trenches and his
recoveries at home away from the front. Only the changing of the names of characters,
some places, and slightly altered accounts of a few events results in the moniker of
fictionalized autobiography. For instance, Sassoon is Sherston and his mother is Aunt
Evelyn in the trilogy. Robert Graves is David Cromlech, and Craiglockhart Hospital for
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Nervous Diseases in Edinburgh is Slateford War Hospital. All events are true and
happened in the chronological order of occurrences, so The Memoirs of George Sherston
can be relied upon to give us an accurate account of Sassoon’s life and experiences.
However, in maintaining consistency with actual names and accounts previously
mentioned we will use Sassoon’s real name, and the real names of other characters and
places mentioned in the memoirs. Fictionalized names used in the trilogy will be noted in
parentheses where appropriate to facilitate the analyses.
Trauma and Disillusionment
Sherston, like Blunden’s Undertones of War and Graves’s Good-Bye to All That
gives a realistic account of the officers’ and enlisted men’s tribulations in the trenches.
Like those two narratives it emphasizes the theme of dealing with trauma and
disillusionment. In fact, although Sassoon was as physically and psychologically
traumatized as Blunden and Graves, he elevated his reaction to his disillusionment to a
more intense level when he wrote a letter protesting the prosecution of the war that was
read in Parliament. After his protest, he was headed for a court-martial when he was
saved by the intervention of Graves, and Graves’s testimony before a medical board
which resulted in Sassoon’s being admitted to Craiglockhart to be treated for shell shock.
Following are some accounts of trauma and disillusion depicted in both the diary he kept
during combat and in his memoir.
As already mentioned, it is in Memoirs of an Infantry Officer and Sassoon’s
account of his indoctrination to trench fighting where we see his rather rapid
transformation from idealism to realism in both attitude and writing style. During the first
few days of the fierce fighting on the Somme which began on July 1, 1916, we get an
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account from Sassoon in his personal journal which he also describes in Memoirs of An
Infantry Officer about the horrors of war and the ubiquitous face-to-face encounters with
death. Underlying the matter-of-fact description of a particular account given below of
the sight of dead German and British soldiers on a patrol is the trauma which he must
have experienced upon seeing such a scene. One can understand the seeming callousness
with which Sassoon (Sherston) describes the sight of mangled and rotting corpses. In
comparing his account of this scene in Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, first published in
1930, with the account of the same scene that he describes in his personal journal
recorded in real-time, we see that the poignancy of the encounter was still as realistic
fourteen years later as it was when it occurred.
First, the account from his diary dated July 4, 1916:
A man, short, plump with turned up moustaches lying face downwards and half
sideways with one arm up as if defending his head and a bullet through his
forehead – a doll-like figure. Another hushed and mangled, twisted and scorched
with many days dark growth on his face and teeth clenched and grinning lips.
(Journal, 26 June 1916 – 12 Aug. 1916, 18r [MS Add.9852/1/7])
We see the same scene in his memoir, where he uses many of the same words in the
journal, but with a little more embellishment of the description:
At 2 a.m. we really began to move, passing through Mametz and along a
communication trench. There were some badly mangled bodies about. Although I
had been in the battalion nearly eight months, these were the first newly dead
Germans I had seen. It gave me a bit of a shock when I saw in the glimmer of
daybreak, a dumpy baggy-trousered man lying half sideways with one elbow up
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as if defending his lolling head; the face was grey and waxen, with a stiff little
moustache; he looked like a ghastly doll, grotesque and undignified. Beside him
was a scorched and mutilated figure whose contorted attitude revealed bristly
cheeks, a grinning blood-smeared mouth and clenched teeth. These dead were
unlike our own; perhaps it was the strange uniform, or perhaps their look of
butchered hostility. (Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, 337)
Even though the account is not word-for-word the same, it is readily apparent that
he directly consulted his journal. The realistic recording of the account in his memoir,
though, certainly matches the intensity of the account in his journal, so either he had kept
the horror of the scene in his memory for the entire time or seeing it again in his journal
revived his memory, or perhaps some of both. There is, however, a slight difference in
his recollection of the scene when writing his memoir than when he recorded the event
just after it occurred, which is certainly understandable. His description in real-time was
done under extreme duress and necessarily lacking in literary acuity, whereas his
recording of the account in his memoir could be done with the benefit of time to reflect
and be more judicious with his choice of words. But, although his description is a little
more embellished in the memoir, it still retains the realistic tone of one who experiences
the psychological trauma of seeing dead and mangled bodies for the first time. As an
infantryman, Sassoon had a decidedly different experience from those of the tank men
and pilots whom we have previously discussed, and who in most cases did not see the upclose faces of the dead. Also, from their upbeat accounts about the war, they apparently
did not suffer the degree of trauma or disillusion that the trench soldiers did.
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He writes another entry in his diary later the same day describing a gruesome
array of bodies in the field. Again, Sassoon seems to be trying with difficulty to survey
the scene with some detachment, but one can sense in his description that his shock at the
sight of the carnage is barely contained. In addition, we see the beginnings of his
questioning of some of the tactics of the war, which along with subsequent occurrences
of what he considered poor leadership and battlefield tactical decisions, helped fuel his
increasing anti-war attitude:
12:30 - p.m. These dead are terrible and undignified carcases – stiff and contorted.
There were 30 of our own laid in two ranks by the Mametz-Carnoy road – some
side by side on their backs with bloody clotted fingers mingled as if they were
handshaking in the companionship of death. And the stench – indefinable – and
shreds and rags of blood stained cloth – bloody boots riddled and torn this
morning the facts were. RWF (Royal Welch Fusiliers) and Royal Irish were sent
up to consolidate trenches close to the S.E. end of Mametz Wood and to clear the
wood outskirts. The Irish got there and found enemy machine guns and bombers
and snipers in the wood which is of big old trees – our A co. went forward to join
up with them but was sniped on the road and got into a quarry where they lost 4
wounded and 1 killed. The Irish meanwhile had tried to bomb the Boches in the
wood and failed entirely and suffered 60 casualties (one officer killed, and 1
wounded). Our guns then chucked a lot of heavy shrapnel over the wood and the
Irish got away. The whole thing seems to have been caused by bad staff work (of
the Division). (Journal, 26 June 1916 – 12 Aug. 1916, 18v, 19r [MS Add.
9852/1/7])
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We again see how he uses much of the same language of his journal entry above
in his account of the raid in Memoirs of an Infantry Officer. The major inconsistency in
the accounts is in the number of British dead he reports in each and which do not match.
His description begins with the sight of English dead on the Mametz-Carnoy road:
After going a very short distance we made the first of many halts, and I saw,
arranged by the roadside, about fifty of the British dead. Many of them were
Gordon Highlanders. There were Devons and South Staffordshires among them,
but they were beyond regimental rivalry now – their fingers mingled in bloodstained bunches, as though acknowledging the companionship of death. There
was much battle gear lying about, and some dead horses. There were rags and
shreds of clothing, boots riddled and torn, and when we came to the old German
front-line, a sour pervasive stench which differed from anything my nostrils had
known before. (336)
There are several words and phrases which suggest that Sassoon referred to his
diary in giving the account above in his memoir about his encounter with the dead
soldiers. Descriptions such as, “Their fingers mingled in blood-stained bunches,” “rags
and shreds of clothing,” “boots riddled and torn,” and “their fingers mingled in bloodstained bunches, as though acknowledging the companionship of death” are taken almost
verbatim from the diary entry. His journal obviously played a role in both helping him to
remember events, as well as to help him to maintain the realistic description. He does add
a sense of compassion to the journal description in his memoir by personalizing the dead.
He mentions their individual units and regimental rivalries that are no longer important.
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A couple of paragraphs later he works into his memoir his account of the raid mentioned
in the journal entry above. He talks about his company (A co.) getting “fired on as they
went along the road and forced to take cover in a quarry” (337). And, describing their
rescue of the Royal Irish regiment whom they joined in the raid, he again provides a
strikingly similar realistic account of the result of the raid in his memoir, and his reaction
to the efficacy of such an operation: “The Royal Irish had had sixty casualties; we had
one killed and four wounded. From a military point of view the operations had enabled
the staff to discover that Mametz Wood was still full of Germans…” (338). In other
words, the men were sent into harm’s way without the proper intelligence to maximize
their safety. Sassoon almost off-handedly gives an indignant explanation of the senseless,
unnecessary slaughter of good troops: “The necessary information had been obtained,
however, and the Staff could hardly be expected to go up and investigate such enigmas
for themselves. But this sort of warfare was a new experience for all of us, and the
difficulties of extempore organization must have been considerable” (338). We see in this
last quotation the recorded manifestations of the formulation in Sassoon’s mind of his
early misgivings about the war’s prosecution.
For still another example of how an account in his war diary was depicted in
Memoirs of an Infantry Officer we can look at an entry in his journal dated April 12,
1917, when Sassoon was a participant in the Battle of Arras. The following incident
occurs when his unit enters the demolished village of St. Martin:
Thursday, 12th 10 p. m. Moved to St. Martin – Cojeul – a demolished village
about 4 kilos N.W. of Croiselles. 3 kilos S.E. of Wancourt when the Germans
counter attacked to-day. We take over an old German 3rd line trench (from the 17th
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Manchesters). Arrived about 3 oclock in wet weather after a fine morning. The
snow has gone and left bad mud. The British line is about a mile in front of us. A
dead English soldier lying by the road as we came into the village – his head
hideously battered. (Journal, 11 Apr.1917 – 2 June 1917, 3r [MS Add.
9852/1/10])
In transferring his account this time, however, from his diary to his memoir,
Sassoon adds a commentary in the memoir following his depiction of the raid which
includes both his views in psychologically dealing first-hand with the sight of killed men,
and an observation concerning his attitude about the war. After recording the account of
the encounter with the dead English soldier lying by the road in his memoir, his
commentary which was not given in the journal entry reads: “At the risk of being thought
squeamish or even unsoldierly, I still maintain that an ordinary human being has a right to
be momentarily horrified by a mangled body seen on an afternoon walk, although people
with sound common sense can always refute me by saying that life is full of gruesome
sights and violent catastrophes” (425). Then he inserts a bit of commentary about his
supposed neutrality in the rationale for fighting the war. But, given both past hints at his
disapproval of it, and the coming of his active participation in opposing it in the near
future, he does seem ambiguous and a little disingenuous about the matter. With a rather
sardonic tone we get a glimpse of the underlying angst about the war that is taking hold
of him: “But I am no believer in wild denunciations of the War; I am merely describing
my own experiences of it; and in 1917 I was only beginning to learn that life, for the
majority of the population, is an unlovely struggle against unfair odds, culminating in a
cheap funeral” (425). The passage culminates with Sassoon ruminating about whether the
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glory supposedly gained by death for nationalistic reasons is worth the price paid. He
observes that, “Anyhow, the man with his head bashed in had achieved theoretical glory
by dying for his country in the Battle of Arras, and we who marched past him had an
excellent chance of following his example” (425). Willie Davies in Sassoon’s poem “In
the Pink” discussed above certainly did not seem to think it was worth the price.
Sassoon’s anti-war feelings reached a pinnacle and culminated in his issuance of a
statement of protest against the conduct of the war in July, 1917 19. He had been
encouraged to write such a statement after he let his views be known to Bertrand Russell
at the home of Lady Ottoline Morell at Garsington, a gathering place for Bloomsbury
Group members. From his journal entry dated June 19th we get an insight into his state of
mind prior to his sending the statement to his commanding officer. Following is an
excerpt taken from the lengthy entry. Although he discusses several areas that concern
him about the prosecution of the war, his irritation about the needless prolongation of the
war by the “Jingos” is most troubling and important for him to address:
I wish I could believe that Ancient War History justifies the indefinite
prolongation of this war. The Jingos define it as an enormous quarrel between two
incompatible spirits and destinies, in which one or the other must succumb! But
the men who write these manifestos do not truly know what useless suffering the
war inflicts. And the ancient wars on which they base their arguments did not
involve such huge sacrifices as the next two or three years will demand of Europe,
if this war is to be carried to a knock-out result. (Journal, 19 June 1917 – 6 July
1917, 2 [MS Add 9852/1/11])

An excellent transcript of Sassoon’s statement of protest titled “A Soldier’s Declaration” is
found in Robert Graves’s Good-Bye to All That on p. 260.
19
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Sassoon’s inclusion of a vituperative comment on the “Jingos” in Sherton’s
Progress which occurred in the fall of 1917 while convalescing at Craiglockhart echoes
his journal entry from the previous June 19th, and expresses the culmination of his
evolution in his thinking about the war from a non-committed participant with no
particular grievances to a committed anti-war activist willing to put his reputation and life
in jeopardy for his views about those who are prolonging the war for power or personal
gain at the expense of the soldiers. In the passage from Sherston’s Progress we find him
in his room at Craiglockhart hospital ruminating about those who were using the war for
their own gains, whether for profit or misguided nationalistic intent. He says, “So I sat
there indulging in acute antagonism toward anyone whose attitude to the war is what I
called ‘complacent’ – people who just accepted it as inevitable and then proceeded to do
well out of it, or who smugly performed the patriotic jobs which enabled them to
congratulate themselves on being part of the National Effort” (525).
Siegfried Sassoon had not only a quick and decisive change of attitude about the
war’s prosecution and its proponents’ motivations for continuing it, but that change was
paralleled by the equally quick and decisive transition from a Georgian/romantic poet to a
realist trench poet, as well as the author of one of the most realistically described
narratives produced by the Great War. His transition from romantic to realist was in large
part due to the influence that shell shock had in effecting a change in his thinking about
war.
Shell shock had a major influence on other memoirists and their perspectives of
the war and its aftermath, as well as on many veterans who did not write their
experiences. Many of those simply went home and dealt with the effects of their trauma,
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some for the rest of their lives, living with both their psychological and physical injuries
among a civilian population which in many cases was not aware or did not care about
their plight. Their tribulations are part of the ugly legacy of the Western Front, a legacy
which we have only touched on in examining three of the most compelling stories that
the war produced.
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Conclusion
In this dissertation we have shown how the combat experiences of the memoirists
who were highlighted affected the ways in which they told their narratives. Starting with
T. E. Lawrence, we have moved along a spectrum of style that begins with his memoir,
Seven Pillars of Wisdom, written with an epic bent in late Victorian prose. At the other
end of the spectrum, we finished with the memoirs of three well known literary figures
who were also noted poets, both for their romantic inclinations as Georgian poets and for
their contributions to what was during and after the war the new genre of realistic trench
poetry. It was their experiences in the trenches that gave rise to this new poetic genre and
its success in helping to show readers the trauma and disillusionment with war that the
Great War epitomized overall and is known for today.
However, if we look at war and the history of war in even the most romantic
terms, it is difficult, if not impossible, to avoid the inescapable conclusion that the
Western Front was and is viewed as the epitome of frustrated effort, bad leadership, and
poor strategy and tactics resulting in senseless loss of life on a massive scale. It seems as
though there was an effort of civilized society in Europe to commit collective suicide,
preceded by a total failure of diplomacy which gave the baser instincts of humankind a
vessel for forming and displaying its darkest side. It is that conclusion which we reach
with some sadness, but with the sobering realization that war is, in its essence, about
killing. And as we view it from our perspective today, we must at least grudgingly admit
that after nearly a century of war since the armistice in 1918, we apparently have not
learned that the First World War was not “the war to end all wars,” but that it was a
precursor to an even larger, more encompassing conflict in the Second World War and
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other conflicts which have plagued the world ever since. Not only did it not end war, but
the Great War gave us a concept that would inflict even more misery upon the world than
it did itself. Total war would become a staple in the way to fight wars. No longer would
combatants meet only in the field away from innocents and civilians. Civilians would be
involved in war efforts at home to support their soldiers, and, unfortunately, would
become targets of the enemy for their efforts. Carpet bombing of civilian populations,
and industrial centers in populated areas would be intentionally directed to not only
reduce the ability to produce war materiel, but to damage morale of the enemy.
But, how does one describe this misery that was poured out on the thousands of
participants? As Paul Fussell asserts in the title of the fifth chapter of his book, “Oh,
What a Literary War,” the soldiers that wrote of their experiences would have to find a
new language, or a new way to adapt the existing language to the realities of their
experiences. It was stories about this war, a massive industrial and technological killing
arena which would help bury styles of writing about past wars, or at least relegate them
as irrelevant to the contingencies of description of modern warfare. We have seen it in all
of the memoirs that we have analyzed. Even though we see a description of a romantic,
epic type of war with Lawrence, an honorable regard and chivalric deference to the
enemy from Lewis and Reece, and an enthusiasm for new technology from Rolls,
Watson, and Haigh in their memoirs, we see, if we look closely at incidents in each, the
basic result of war…killing. We also see that the killing was not always the result of
honorable engagement with the enemy, but of darker occurrences such as the atrocities
that Lawrence, Rolls, and Watson described. Then, we are assaulted frontally with the
brutal realities of the trenches by Blunden, Sassoon, and Graves, by the destroyed
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landscape, and by the corpses of friends and foes blended into a putrefying morass of
death and destruction. Fussell gives his take on how the average soldier, in most cases not
professionals, but civilian soldiers like our memoirists, deal with describing a new reality
which was thrust upon them. He observes that:
Inhibited by scruples of decency and believing in the historical continuity of
styles, writers about the war had to appeal to the sympathy of the readers by
evoking the familiar and suggesting its resemblance to what many of them
suspected was an unprecedented and (in their terms) an all-but-communicable
reality. Very often the reality had no resemblance whatever to the familiar, and
the absence of a plausible style placed some writers in what they thought was an
impossible position. (174)
Fussell relates what one memoirist, Alexander Aitken, wrote about his
experiences on the Somme and his encounters with the dead, and his realization that
describing what he saw without the language to express it weakened it to a clinical
rendering of events (174). Yet, Fussell observes that Aitken was exactly right in his
assessment. “But what was needed was exactly the clinical – or even obscene – language
the literary Aitken regarded as weak”. (174) And, Fussell recognizes that “it would take
still another war, and an even worse one, before such language would force itself up from
below and propose itself for use. It was a matter of leaving, finally, the nineteenth century
behind” (174). This is central to the literary legacy of the war, and to battle in the
trenches in particular, that the struggle by the men who experienced it would, in their
narratives and descriptions, find a new way of expression of war and killing. It was this
new style of expression that would help to discard the notions of war glorified, for
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example, by Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade,” and the notion that somehow
there was nobility in dying in a futile endeavor. And, future veterans in describing their
war experiences were given by the memoirists of the Great War a paradigm of war
writing that would allow them to share their tribulations realistically without a veil of
nationalistic or patriotic fervor to mitigate the horrors of what they did and saw. That
would be left to the historians to talk about.
And what effect did the aftermath of the war have on the lives of the men who
struggled in it? We see in their memoirs some common threads. Of how their experiences
changed their lives, which would never be the same again as it was before the war. Of
going into the war in many cases as boys, having their youth stripped from them callously
by what they were a part of and what they saw. Of coming out of a war that was supposed
to end war forever, and that was supposed to set the world on the path to a civil and
positive future for the world. Instead, and tragically, the war ended with both sides numb
and dumfounded about what had occurred. We see in the literature in the aftermath of the
war a frustrating struggle to make sense of what was obviously a cultural and civil
disaster of gigantic proportion. We see writers, academics, and artists who tried, but
collectively failed to make sense out of the senseless. But, it was the memoirists who
chronicled the day to day labor of fighting in the reasonless conflict known as the Great
War who told us the truth. It was they who have bypassed historians’ efforts in many
cases to give us a true rendition of what really went on. And it was they, or many of
them, who left the war bereft of any feeling that they had helped to make the world a
better place. They had many questions, but few answers. The moral grounding of the
world of their generation had eroded from under them, leaving them truly “lost.”
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